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        Elsewhere

    
    
    
    
                Andy "Duke" Ellington was an exceptional fighter pilot with a habit of biting off more than he should have been able to chew.  Yet, somehow, he always came through it - whether that was luck or skill was an open debate amongst his squadron-mates.  This was his life as political tensions rose and boiled over into military action.  At least it was until it wasn't.  He pushed too hard and too far and the end came for him.

And then...he was Elsewhere, in a completely different world with no support and only a marginal clue.  Things like magic and stats were real and he had to learn how to adapt to his new reality.  But he was "Duke"  or "The Duke" as many called him.  He lived his life on the edge and he would do no different in this world.  He would show everyone just who he was and what happened if you messed with "The Duke".  

            

    
        Prologue and Chapter 1

    
    
    
    
                Prologue


“Missiles, missiles, missiles! Break left! Release chaff and flares!” Andy’s wingman’s voice thundered through his headset. His instinctive reaction was to wince at the volume, but years of practice had expunged that reaction. Instead, he yanked his joystick hard over to the left and slammed his thrust forward while his thumb trigged the defensive chaff that would distract the radar-guided missiles sent to shoot him down.

Andy strained his body against the G-forces that tried to strip his brain of blood and send him straight to sleep. The training to do so had been extensive and continued to this day. It was unnatural and required muscular control that few who didn’t fly could really understand. Today, the training proved out as he remained conscious through the 8-G turn.

The airframe shuddered under the strain as well as he completed his turn, smiling as the enemy missile lock tone vanished. OK, round one to you, asshole. Now it’s my turn! Andy glanced at his HUD radar and located the plane that had ambushed them from behind a freaking mountain.

“Coltrane, you got this bastard on radar?” Andy called out to his wingman for confirmation that he also was seeing the same thing on his scope.

“Roger, Duke, I got him on the scope. Still have no IFF or ID on what he’s flying. You got a visual?”

“Negative, I got no eyes on him.” Without warning, the enemy plane vanished off Andy’s radar. “I lost contact! Where the fuck did he go?”

“Negative contact here. He vanished. Did he drop below the ridge? Who the fuck is this guy?”

Another voice came over comms, calm and deep. “Intrepid four and five, this is overwatch. Exfil immediately. I repeat, disengage and return to base.”

Andy shook his head at the bizarre order. “Negative, overwatch. We have this bandit contained and will splash him.”

“Intrepid four and five, disengage. I repeat. Disengage and return to base.” The voice of the overwatch operator was starting to show strain, yet he held to professionalism. Barely.

“Overwatch, this is Intrepid four. I agree with Duke. We’ve got this bastard painted and splashed the second he pops back onto radar.”

The overwatch operator finally lost his cool. “Goddammit you two get your asses out of there now. This is not a motherfucking suggestion. You have a fucking dozen more bandits inbound. They’ll be in range to see you in seconds. Turn and burn. Now!”

It was at this moment that Andy knew he’d fucked up as he’d turned away from the exfil and had burned towards the last known location of the mystery jet with his wingman in tow. His radar lit up with multiple fighters incoming and the sound of their radar locks was suddenly blaring in his ears.

His training had not fled him, and his reaction speed was still top-notch. Both he and his wingman turned away from the oncoming fighters and punched their throttles to full afterburner. He was slammed backwards into his seat, the entire jet shuddering as it accelerated at emergency speed.

“Shit, shit, shit! Duke, we’re toast! Birds in the air! Too many to count!”

Andy did the only thing he could, he launched all of his flares and chaff in a desperate ploy to distract the missiles coming for him and his wingman. He juked and dodged in every way his mind could imagine. Time slowed to a crawl as one eye stayed locked onto the radar screen tracking the inbound missiles. There were too many missiles coming in. There was no way they were making it out of this jam.

“Coltrane, break for the deck!” Andy’s voice held despite the shaking of his nerves. He knew what had to be done.

Coltrane didn’t hesitate, knowing just how good his wingman’s instincts were. He broke for the deck, burning fuel at an obscene rate. He knew he could only keep it this low for a short time at this speed, even though they had broken out into the desert, flying this low at this speed just plain burned fuel. Still, he kept the throttle pegged, heading for friendlier air as fast as he could manage.

Andy also broke for the deck, right behind Coltrane. As he set up behind his wingman, missiles just seconds away now that more than half of them had passed through the flares and chaff and had re-locked in on him. He slammed his throttle back to zero and slammed his stick back while hitting all his flaps. His jet virtually stopped in the air relative to everything else flying around him. His final act in the cockpit was to pull the ejection handle, launching himself out of the jet moments before it slammed into the ground.

The explosive ejection system launched him into the air above the instant wreckage of his plane. The breaking sensation in the cockpit had been tremendous, giving him the illusion that his plane had slowed down. It had, in fact, slowed down significantly. It had dropped from supersonic to a mere three hundred fifty knots.

In his time-slowed sensation, he tumbled through the air watching missiles slam into the exploding wreckage of his plane. He was overjoyed that his ploy had worked, and Coltrane was able to break free of the engagement.

His parachute deployed a microsecond before he splattered across the desert floor. It wasn’t particularly helpful.


Chapter 1


Clouds had rolled in to obscure the stars, but Eglin knew that they were properly aligned. The countless factors that he had calculated over the past decade had all led to this moment. Each and every brazier was set in the perfect configuration around his ritual diagram. The Ifrit standing before each one nodded back at him in acknowledgement of the perfection of his ritual array. They would all vanish once their contract was fulfilled and the portal opened but for now, they stood sentry over the flames. His smile grew into a maniacal grin as he traced the final lines of the diagram in the purest blackened gold dust.

As the sands in his enormous hourglass sifted down to the final hours, his frantic preparations increased. More lines were drawn, circles completed, and ingredients added to the braziers in just the right order. The ritual had to be perfect, and Elgin would not let anything interfere. Especially not something as inconsequential as a little wind. He stilled the breeze with a thought not noticing, or caring for that matter, the cost of his expenditure of power.

Preparations continued and Elgin scrambled around his ritual, ensuring everything was in its perfect spot. With a final careful step, he poured the container of divine blood he had obtained into the channel that surrounded the ritual. The spells placed on the blood kept it flowing evenly until it completed the circuit, triggering the ritual to finally commence.

The clouds that had been darkening throughout the preparation of the ritual finally released the pent-up lightning – one bolt into each brazier to open the way between worlds. This is what was shown to him so many years ago when his summoning ritual was barely functional. Now, with everything he had learned, his skill with rituals, specifically summoning rituals, was unparalleled in this world.

Elgin cackled with joy as every element of his ritual engaged, building up to the opening of the summoning portal. The portal opened with a fiery glow and a figure of flesh, metal, and fire burst forth screaming violence into his world.

Elgin whispered in rapture, “I call for the Eldritch, and it comes. The cycle is complete.” He collapsed to his knees in worship.


*************************************************************************************

Elsewhere, a figure stood in its metaphysical and metaphorical kitchen making a cup of coffee. A being of infinite age and near unlimited power, it has seen the formation and destruction of countless worlds. No small number of fallen worlds were attributable directly to its influence and an even greater number were the result of its indirect influence.

As it sipped its coffee, it felt a pull. Someone was calling for it, drawing it to yet another world to devour. This pull was different than those before. It was tainted by delicious madness, madness that it recognized as a product of its own influence. Had it already tasted this mortal, this world? If so, why hadn’t it consumed it like the others? Was it tainted by something from the Lords of Order? No, we shall not answer this call. We shall send…another. An agent with a seed of our power. Yes, a hint. But leave its will intact - mostly. That will be fun to watch. Yes.

The being sipped its coffee and swiped a being from an unnamed world an instant before its death to cast it through the portal. Yes, this being’s world was even devoid of magic. Oh, this is going to be fun to watch. Yes, giving the powerless power always led to Chaos. A smile graced its features, an expression unknown in countless millennia.


*************************************************************************************


Elsewhere still, another being of Power stirred from its inactivity. Its white robes fluttered as it raised its hand with a slight gesture. With a voice that could still galaxies it made a simple statement, “Me too.” And then devolved into incomprehensible mirth.


*************************************************************************************


Back on the magic-rich world of Teldin, the madman known as Elgin remained kneeling as chaos erupted around him. The being of metal and flesh skipped across the ground and came apart, spraying the area with all manner of burning parts and debris. He saw none of this as he kept his head bowed in worship.

Andy, on the other hand, didn’t see this as he was in the middle of this mess, tumbling through the air and slamming into the soft loam face first. Somehow, he managed to stay barely conscious throughout the entire twisting and tumbling ordeal. There were a few things he knew at this point and even more that did not make sense to him. He ran through the list in his head.

Everything hurt. His bell had been rung pretty hard despite his helmet and he was sure that at least one arm and one leg was broken. He also was sure there were some internal injuries. He didn’t think rescue was going to make it to him in time as he was barely able to hold his head up out of the soft dirt and grass he had come to rest in. Dirt? Shouldn’t it be sand? I crashed in the desert. Wait a minute. I crashed so hard into the desert floor I should be a puddle. What’s going on here?

“Rise, master and show me your full glory oh great and eldritch one of flesh and steel!” The voice was high-pitched and tight. It drilled into Andy’s nerves like fingernails on a chalkboard. The voice continued with some sort of incomprehensible mumbling about not being worthy or something. Andy, himself, was distracted by his heads-up display coming to life. And the pain. The overwhelming pain of broken bones, snapped ligaments, and punctured skin was a grand distraction.

***GPS SIGNAL LOST – NAVIGATION UNAVAILABLE***

“Well, that’s not a big fucking surprise. Shit’s scattered all around me.” Andy muttered to himself, afraid to actually speak for fear of a broken rib piercing something else vital. How the hell am I still alive?

***SYSTEM INITIATION COMMENCING***

Andy's muttering continued, “Shit’s broken, computers have to be in pieces. Ain’t nothing gonna initiate. There ain’t nothing TO initiate. And it should be initialize anyway.”

***ELDRITCH SEED OF CHAOS DETECTED. SYSTEM INTEGRATING***

***ERROR***

***ELDER SEED OF LAW DETECTED. SEED CONFLICT DETECTED. SEED MERGE INITIATED***

Andy groaned as messages that made no sense traversed his Heads-up Display. He closed his eyes to keep the headache from worsening. The messages continued despite his closed eyes. Wait, what?

***SEED MERGE SUCCESSFUL. NEW SEED CREATED – SEED OF ANOMY CREATED. INTEGRATING SEED INTO SYSTEM INITIATION***

***SYSTEM INITATION COMPLETE***

***Welcome to Teldin, traveler. You have journeyed an impossible distance to get here and as such, your experience on this planet will be unique. You have been touched by Powers beyond your possible comprehension and you are forever changed as a result. It will take time to understand yourself and your impact on this world.

The Powers have left some simple warnings and instructions for you. Take heed as these will not be repeated:

First, guard your true name – knowledge of your true self is for you alone and sharing it will give others power over you. 

Second, you are unique in this world – the rules of this world do not necessarily apply to you. What this means is ultimately for you to discover.

Third, have fun. We will be watching but will not intervene for you. Entertain us for we have given you life from death and in doing so invested you with power. Use it.

Your first gift is the gift of XENOGLOSSIA – you can now understand all languages.

Your second gift is the Ability of TELEPORTATION – In time, you may grow this Ability to take you anywhere on this world you desire.

Your final gift is the Ability of REGENRATION – You will heal over time. This is now an innate ability and will always be active.

We wish you good fortune. Entertain us enough and perhaps we shall grant you additional gifts in the future. Or not.

END OF MESSAGE***

What in the actual fuck was that all about? Andy struggled to his feet out of instinct to be ready for whatever next was coming his way. He didn’t understand what was going on, but his training told him that staying where he crashed was definitely not the thing to do. As he stood, he suddenly realized that he was actually standing on broken legs but was not feeling any pain from them. This is too much. A minute ago, I was in so much pain I could barely breathe, now I’m standing. He looked down at himself and realized that he was still wearing his helmet with his mask on, preventing him from seeing much of anything. Sighing, he unclipped his mask and removed his helmet. Looking around himself, he was determined to get a quick lay of the land, but his thoughts interrupted again as he saw that his flight suit was terribly shredded and soaked with blood. That much damage to the suit and blood loss should have crippled me. How am I still alive and standing, let alone not bleeding out.

Once again, words appeared in his vision.

***Current Health: 41

***Maximum Health: 61


As he watched, his Current Health increased by about two points per second. So, that’s something. I still don’t believe any of this but the ache in my back just went away. And my headache is gone. And my arm feels better. Over the course of the next ten seconds, every ailment and ache seemed to leave Andy’s body. Well, strange or not, I could get used to this. For sure.

His attention was immediately refocused by the movement of a pile of rags nearby. The pile of rags stood up and revealed itself to be a man. A horribly dirty and disheveled man, but a man, nonetheless.

“Greetings great Master from Beyond!” The homeless man spoke up, his voice high-pitched and immediately annoying.

Andy instinctively reached for his sidearm which, of course, had been lost in the crash. He winced and prepared to fight or run before his brain processed what the figure had said. Andy decided to play along for now. Master from Beyond has a sweet ring to it. Time to play along.

“Hold and identify yourself!” Andy spoke in his best “command voice” that he had been taught in the academy.

The figure cringed and hunched further, averting his eyes from Andy’s gaze. “Master speaks but Elgin does not understand. Please do not punish Elgin. Elgin brings Eldritch Master to this world to offer Elgin in service.”

Andy shook his head in confusion. Didn’t that gift say I could understand every language? Shit. Yes, it did say that. It didn’t say anything about speaking them. Son of a bitch. You assholes! He decided to voice that one out loud. “You assholes! That language thing is bullshit!”

Elgin cowered further, taking a shuffling step backwards and lifting up a tiny blue crystal as he slid to his knees. His voice was much quitter but still annoyingly pitched. “Please take crystal so that your servant can understand Great Master.”

Andy shrugged. Nothing ventured. Nothing gained. He took the crystal from Elgin’s trembling hand.

***You have gained a Crystal of Learning – Common Trade Language. Would you like to absorb the Crystal to learn the Common Trade Language?***

Andy didn’t think overly long about it and accepted the language. Immediately, his mind was filled with words and concepts heretofore unknown to him. He spoke again, this time concentrating on the new language, “Who are you?”

The reaction was immediate. “Elgin hears Master and obeys. Elgin is Master’s servant. Elgin begs Master to impart wisdom and knowledge upon his humble self.” Elgin pushed himself downward, practically pushing his face into the loamy grass. “How is Elgin to call Master?”

Oh, this is either going to be fun or a royal pain in the ass. Might as well see where this goes. Andy smiled, “Rise loyal one. You may call me…Duke or Master. That works too.” Oh yeah, that’s putting it on thick. Too many damned movies. “Perhaps I shall impart knowledge upon you but first, tell me what you know of this world.” Is he gonna buy it? Fingers crossed!


***ALIAS NOTED. DUKE SHALL BE YOUR ALIAS WITHIN THIS WORLD***


What the fuck? Oh right. Guard my true name. Got it. Duke it is for now. It was a cool callsign anyway.

“Of course, Master. Yes, yes, yes. You have come to the world of Teldin. It is a glorious world with great workings of magic. I, your humble servant, Elgin have created such a working to bring you here.”

“Continue.” Duke tried to keep his voice level even as he inwardly was coming to terms with the insanity of the situation.

“Yes, Master. We are in the Kingdom of Chopie. They don’t like me here. Something about some idiotic law or something I violated. But I’ll show them. I brought you here so you can feast upon them all. Master is great and powerful. Powerful and great! I will serve you, Master.”

Yep, going well off of the rails here. This guy is nuttier than a, than a, than a nutty thing. Oh geez, I must really be losing it when I can’t even come up with an analogy. Can of mixed nuts. Really? That’s the best I can come up with? Oh wait, he’s talking again.

“Elgin asks Master. Is Master hungry? Please don’t eat Elgin. That hurt Elgin last time.”

“Last time?” Duke’s curiosity was piqued.

“Yes, Master, last time I did a summon. Different Master came through. Ate my soul they tells me. But Elgin still here, still have soul. You better Master - not eat me.”

Duke shook his head, not sure how to process all of this. “No, Elgin, I’m not going to eat your soul. Not right now, at least.” Duke snickered inwardly. He didn’t know why it felt so good to make Elgin squirm, but it really did feel good.

“I need more practical information. Where is the nearest town? What is used for currency? What do I need to know to blend in?”

“Elgin tells Master. Elgin has copper and silver and gold. Elgin shows Master.” Elgin fumbled in his rags and produced coins of various colors, handing them to Duke. They were all of similar size, and it was fairly evident based on the color which coins were which. “Gold is best. Copper is least. Silver buys me ingredients!”

“OK, that tracks with everything ever written before. Nothing original about this world’s economy then.” Duke groused.

Elgin perked up at that, his eyes strangely bloodshot. “Master knows the crystals too?”

“Crystals?” Duke inquired

“Yes, yes yes.” Elgin ran around Duke in a circle bobbing his head up and down, his incredibly thick and long hair tied in some strange braid and flapping behind him towards the still glowing portal. “Crystals are bestest best. Must be charged. Must be charged. No try uncharged crystal. Bad. Very bad. Make chase. Make hurt. No bad crystals, no not for me.”

The way Elgin’s personality kept shifting along with the intelligence of his speech patterns was starting to get to Duke. It seemed the longer he spoke with him, the more primitive Elgin became. It was certainly odd and, even given everything that had happened to this point, well outside of Duke’s frame of reference.

Duke tried to get a handle on the situation, stopping Elgin’s stumbling with an outstretched hand. Elgin folded over his arm, feeling like little more than bones and rags. Elgin’s head turned toward Duke and his bloodshot stare was completely vacant as Duke watched the strength leave his limbs and blood begin to seep out of his eye sockets.

“Elgin. Elgin! What’s the matter? What’s going on with you?” Duke raised his voice as he spoke. Elgin’s body fell forward, but his head was somehow jerked backward, ultimately pulling the entire body backwards. It was then that Duke realized that there was something attached to Elgin’s head. It was not thick hair but a grey, pulsing tentacle of some kind that led back to the crash wreckage, the fiery portal that Duke had come through. Oh god, it’s sucking his brains out! Nope! Nope! Nope! I’m out!

Duke backpedaled quickly, trying to put some distance between himself and whatever was there, repulsed by the sucking sound he could now hear. The portal flared bright red and winked out, leaving a afterimage on his retinas in the darkening night. The tentacle seemed to have been severed when the portal closed, but it was still moving, wrapping itself around Elgin’s head. The severed end started to change, growing sharp, needlelike, bloody teeth and wriggling towards Duke.

Duke instinctively triggered his TELEPORTATION Ability. It wasn’t more of a conscious thought than a single thought – get the hell out of here, now! In less than the blink of an eye, Duke was more than 25 meters away from where he had previously stood. He stumbled slightly, imbalanced by the shift in terrain and perspective.

Well, that was something. Wonder how many times I can do that in a row? Duke tried to TELEPORT again and again. He found out that four was his limit as the fifth attempt greeted him with a message.

***MANA TOO LOW FOR TELEPORTATION***

Well, that answers that. Hey, system, how do I know how much mana I have? He started to jog away from whatever the thing was behind him as he started to interact with the system.


***CHARACTER STATUS INQUIRY RECEIVED. PRODUCING VISUAL CHARACTERISTICS DISPLAY***




	
Name


	
Adam "Duke" Ellington





	
Race


	
Seeded





	
Class


	
N/A





	
Level


	
1





	
Max Health


	
61


	
Current Health


	
61





	
Max Mana


	
63


	
Current Mana


	
11





	
Experience


	
0


	
EXP Needed


	
2,000









Ok, that’s pretty basic. It looks like I have used 52 mana. Assuming the only thing I have used it on is the TELEPORTs, they cost me 13 mana each. So, what determines how much mana I have and how do I get it back? Since this system is so videogame-like, there has to be some underlying characteristics driving all this. Hey, system, can you explain any of this to me?

***CHARACTERISTIC QUERY NOTED. PROCEEDING WITH VISUAL REPRESENTATION***




	
Characteristic


	
Value





	
Agility


	
12





	
Strength


	
13





	
Endurance


	
16





	
Reason


	
12





	
Intuition


	
15





	
Psyche


	
15









Got it. Some of these seem to be pretty self-explanatory. Well, alright, the first three make sense of some sort. The last three, however, seem a bit wonky. What do they mean?

***CHARACTERISTIC EXPLANATION REQUEST RECEIVED. PROCEEDING***

The system proceeded to throw walls of text up in front of Adam, nearly making him trip and fall:

Agility represents your ability to move quickly and precisely. It includes gross motor dexterity as well as hand-eye coordination and small muscle control.

Strength represents the amount of physical power you can apply through your muscles. How much you can lift and how hard you can strike a target physically are affected by this characteristic.

Endurance represents how long you can sustain physical exertion as well as your overall resistance to disease, poisons, and similar ailments.

Reason is your ability to apply logic through your thought processes. It also impacts your memory of events and facts. Finally, it represents your ability to make rapid calculations in your head.

Intuition is your ability to notice things in your surroundings. It is directly linked to your senses, natural or supernatural. Your capability to apply what you have experienced in the past to understand whatever your current situation is showing you is also incorporated in this Characteristic.

Psyche is the force of your will. You have already seen things that would drive many insane, yet here you stand, resilient and steadfast. Or, more precisely, running for your life. That part was your Reason kicking in.

For context, what is considered normal for a human in each of these Characteristics is a score of 10. You are currently ranked higher than normal in all Characteristics because of what your SEED has granted you. There is a drawback from having a unique SEED, however. You cannot take a Class. Your SEED will grow as you nurture it with experience and your level will increase in accordance. At each level, you will be given six Characteristic points to spend as you see fit. You may also increase these Characteristics through strenuous activity related to each of them.

Your Maximum Health is a primary factor of your Endurance with Strength and Agility also having some effect. Your Current Health will fluctuate as you are injured. You would do well to not allow this number to fall to zero. You may be able to Regenerate, but you are not immortal.

Your Maximum Mana is primarily derived from your Psyche but is also influenced by your Reason and Intuition. Allowing your Current Mana to fall to zero will not kill you, but it will make your mind significantly more sluggish and that will most likely get you killed.


***END OF CHARACTERISTIC EXPLANATION***


            

    
        Chapter 2

    
    
    
    
                Duke continued to move in the same direction. He wasn’t remotely sure where he was headed but as long as it was away from that tentacle creature, he was happy with the direction. As he travelled, he randomly triggered TELEPORTs over and over again to get a better feel for how the Ability operated and what he could do with it.

Through practice and experimentation, he found that shortening the distance reduced the mana cost. There seemed to be a 1 meter minimum on the TELEPORTATION distance which cost him only one mana. Increasing the distance to two meters still kept the cost at a single mana.

He also discovered that he regenerated mana at about one point every four seconds or 15 mana per minute. It would take some experimentation to figure out how that would change as he leveled up but right now, he was satisfied with the number.

Duke continued to travel through the light forest, following game trails as he found them. He kept his senses sharp, not wanting to run into any predators out here since all he had was his emergency backup knife he kept in his boot. Sure, it was about 15 centimeters long and sharp enough to cut his parachute cords if needed. But it wouldn’t do him a whole lot of good if he encountered this world’s equivalent to a bear.

He travelled through the forest spotting signs of wildlife and even seeing some things analogous to squirrels chattering in the trees, but no signs of larger game. This disturbed him a bit as he knew he had travelled several kilometers and expected to have seen something. It was also night and there were tons of night predators, well, on Earth, at least there were.

When he did encounter something, it wasn’t at all what he expected. His first sign of life was the glow of a campfire in the distance. When he first spotted it, he had been getting sleepy, but the spike of adrenaline instantly roused him to wakefulness. He immediately stopped moving and listened.

The crackling campfire continued in the night providing some light. Duke was still about 100 meters away so he could not make much out through the trees. Reversing his SEER training, he stealthily moved towards the camp at an angle, intent on circling around the whole place to assess the situation before taking any action.

He moved slowly and deliberately closer, being as quiet as possible. He was about five meters away from the camp, completing his circle when he stepped on a dry branch, audibly cracking it with a loud snap. He was immediately greeted by the sound of one of the two sentries he had noticed in the camp whirling in his direction.

The sentry wore what looked like chainmail armor which jingled and clinked as he moved. The sentry stood nearly a meter tall and had dark hair. Duke had not gotten a look at its face as it wore a hood that obscured its face. The only way he was able to determine the hair color was because the scraggly mess stuck out of several holes in the hood.

Duke froze for a moment as the sentry turned towards him, starting to walk in his general direction. It seemed to be jerking its head upwards repeatedly as if sniffing the air. Can it smell me? Shit. Time to move but I can’t run like this – it will spot me in a second. He desperately looked around himself for an option to quickly and quietly hide but none came to him immediately. The forest had thickened throughout the night, but there was still too much visibility through the trees. The only cover being the treetops. The treetops! That’s my ticket!

Duke focused his attention on the treetops above himself and he spotted a good hiding spot in the tree in front of him, about 15 meters up. He readied himself and TELEPORTED. Immediately, he hugged the tree trunk as he gently placed his feet on the branch he had identified. He slowed his breathing and stilled his movement. The sentry passed below him.

Duke could hear the sentry grumbling quietly. He was surprised how good his ears worked, but that must be that 15 Intuition helping him out. “Smells like human. Better find it. Meat for cookpot. Smells that way. Follow for a bit. Garto watch camp. Yes, you watch camp while I get meat. Yes.”

Duke watched as the sentry continued into the woods carefully sniffing along the trail he had followed. Thankfully, the sentry followed the path further away rather than the circle around the camp. After waiting thirty seconds, he TELEPORTED back to the ground and moved closer to the camp at yet another angle.

As he got closer, he could see the other sentry leaning against a tree, with its head bowed forward. Sleeping? I hope so. The rest of the camp was filled with half a dozen other figures on bedrolls. All equally short as the sentry had been. Each seemed to have weapons within ready reach if they were awoken. Can’t let them wake up and grab their weapons. Maybe I can grab them first.

While Duke had been travelling, he had read up on his abilities. He only had two but was hoping that he could at least grow TELEPORTATION into something bigger. REGENERATION was pretty much what it was. He could get it stronger but had no idea if he could make it more. TELEPORTATION had said that I could bring things to him as well as moving him to other places.

Duke settled down in a spot about ten meters from the camp but still within sight of the sleeping forms. Here goes nothing. He reached out and TELEPORTED a sword away from a sleeping figure. Five mana later, he had a sword in his hand. Oh, sweet. Let’s do this!

Duke proceeded to TELEPORT all of the sleeper’s weapons away and had made a nice pile of them when he heard a figure coming towards the camp from the woods. Luckily, the returning sentry was coming in from a different angle and did not spot Duke this time. Now he had some choices to make. He had disarmed most of the camp, but the sentry was still armed and there were eight of them. There’s no way I can take on eight of these fuckers at once. How the hell do I handle this?

The returning sentry kicked a sleeper awake, ”You take watch now. I go sleep before sun.” He didn’t wait for a response as he threw a wicked glance at the other sentry fast asleep.

The sentry finally revealed his face to the campfire, it was not a great sight. Its skin was mostly green with some black patches thrown in for good measure. Its nose was distended, and everything looked oily. Duke suppressed a shudder. Yeah, definitely not human.

The roused sleeper cast about himself looking for his missing weapon. As the seconds ticked by, his frantic ire rose. “Where. Is. My. Sword!” He shouted, rousing the entire camp. In moments, he was joined by the rest of the sleepers missing weapons. As one, they turned on the sentry who had not had time to get to sleep yet. In moments, they had him surrounded.

He tried to explain things, “Was noise. I go find. I just got-“

“You left camp unguarded? Now my bow is gone!” He pushed the sentry backwards. The ring of campers pushed the sentry back. This continued for a few seconds before things escalated. A hidden knife was drawn, and the sentry was slashed. He retaliated with his sword and the brawl was on.

By the time the brawl was over, five were laying unmoving and the remaining three were clearly injured. Now or never, Duke. Now or never. Duke readied one of the swords he had stolen in a two-handed batter’s grip. He drew back and TELEPORTED behind one of the remaining creatures, swinging for the fences.

He swung completely over the thing’s head, missing entirely.

The creatures were slow enough to react that Duke was able to get a back swing in, aiming lower this time. His blow did not have enough leverage behind it to cut through the chainmail the creature was wearing, but it did knock it off its feet. The other creatures, still reeling from the brawl reacted slowly and Duke was able to stab downward, finally penetrating the chainmail. The creature stilled.

The final two creatures still standing finally noticed Duke and charged him, claws bared. Duke awkwardly swung the sword in front of him, hoping to at least hit one of them. He got lucky as one tried to dodge around his swing but slipped in the blood on the ground. Duke’s strike still glanced off its head helping it fall to the ground but not really doing any significant damage.

Then the other one was upon him. This one was larger than the rest, standing several centimeters taller than the rest. It also seemed to be stronger and heavier because it ran into Duke. Hard. It planted its feet in Duke’s stomach, nearly knocking the wind out of him. But it was the claws across the face that really hurt. Duke lost sight in his left eye and bellowed in pain as he tumbled to the ground with the creature on top of him.

The creature followed up its attack by biting Duke’s hand that held the sword. Duke dropped it instinctively. The creature picked it up off the ground and stood over him, ready to strike the killing blow. Duke kicked his left leg upward as hard as he could, banging off of its inner thigh and slamming his shin into its crotch. There was no chainmail or other armor there to cushion the blow. It dropped the sword as it curled over in pain.

Duke followed up by grabbing his boot knife and stabbing the creature in the face. It went down with Duke’s knife in its eye socket. He rose to his feet just in time to be run through by the dropped sword. The stunned creature had recovered and came to finish things!

Screaming in pain, Duke grabbed the wrist holding the sword and punched the creature in the face with his other fist. It was so shocked that it didn’t try to block the strike. It crumpled to the ground, unconscious, tearing its arm out of Duke’s grip and the sword from his stomach.

Duke was bleeding from his gut, losing blood quickly. But his eye had healed, and he could feel himself stitching back together. In a matter of seconds, the blood stopped flowing and he could tell that his REGENERATION had kicked-in strong.

Grunting as moving still hurt, he grabbed the once-again fallen sword and proceeded to make sure that every single one of the creatures was dead. He stabbed each repeatedly just to be sure. A few even stirred momentarily when stabbed but none were moving by the time he was done.

Duke was exhausted. He could barely stay awake as the adrenaline fled his system and his regeneration sucked up all of his remaining energy. He stumbled to the edge of the camp and slumped down against a tree, closing his eyes momentarily. Or so he thought.
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                Duke awoke to a burst of adrenaline, gasping in alarm. He had fallen asleep among the dead creatures in their camp. In a brilliant display of calmness and self-discipline, he shot to his feet with his head on a swivel. The sword that had been in his hand when he fell asleep was flung halfway across the camp, splashing in a pool of mostly-congealed blood. He was greeted with the sight of his handiwork in the flickering flames of the campfire.

Seeing the fire still going, he relaxed slightly. Campfire still going strong. I can’t have slept for long, but what woke me up?

***CONGRATULATIONS!

Having survived your first conflict in this world and taken time to rest and consolidate your gains, you have had the following changes to absorb:

You are a monster-killer for sure.

For defeating 8 goblins between level 1 and 2, you receive 311 experience points. Sure, more than half of them killed each other but you did set them up for it so good for you. Enjoy the experience points!

Your Abilities have seen excellent use.

You have made extensive use of your TELEPORTATION Ability and have gained 4 levels, bringing you up to Novice 5. Well done!

You have unwittingly made extensive use of your REGENERATIONAbility and have gained one level, bringing you up to Initiate 14. No Pain, no gain!

You have utilized a number of Skills since your last rest and have made some gains.

Sometimes we learn more from failure than from success. +1 Level in your Stealth Skill. You now have Stealth at Novice level 38.

Batter, Batter, Batter, Swing! And a miss! You have fumbled around with Blades enough to have revealed this Skill to be at Untrained Level 4.

Kick 'em in the ding dings! Success! You have shown some aptitude with the Brawling Skill. You gain it at Novice Level 2.

You travelled several kilometers without twisting an ankle or stumbling into a monster's lair. You gain the Skill Overland Travel at Untrained Level 2.

Continue to grow and prosper. You have been fun to watch so far. Don’t let us down.

By the way, if you don’t eat something soon, you are going to have some serious hunger pangs. You might want to get on that. ***


Duke rubbed at his forehead trying to take in all this new information and what it really meant for him. His world had been turned on its head. So far, he had just rolled with it like an insane lucid dream. But after clearing his head with some rest, the questions started to come fast. The answers, however, did not.

As Duke contemplated everything, he walked around the camp, scavenging what he could find on the bodies of what he now knew to be goblins. They were dirty, smelly creatures and nothing they were wearing would really fit him. He rummaged through their belongings and came away with a few items including a backpack that was a bit tight around his shoulders even with the straps loosened to the maximum. He dumped the few useful items he found in and moved to where he had piled the weapons he had stolen.

The weapons were of decidedly poor quality, most rusted and pitted. It turned out that the sword he had been using was the best of the bunch and actually still had something of an edge to it. He shrugged and dumped all the weapons he could fit into the backpack along with the few cooking utensils and the single small iron cookpot. All told, the backpack now weighed in at about 15 kilos. It was manageable but far from comfortable.

Between the coins Elgin had handed him and what he scrounged from the goblins, he now had 21 copper, 5 silver, and 3 gold coins secreted in his pockets. He had no idea if that was a significant amount, but it was more than nothing. With that in mind, he left the camp figuring the smell would attract some predator or another before too long.

He continued in what he hoped was the same direction he had started off in to get to the goblin camp. He was just thankful that it seemed to be a very bright full moon this night so he could still see where he was going. He kept the moon on his left, hoping that would keep him moving in generally the same direction.

To amuse himself as he journeyed, he used his TELEPORTATION frequently. It did not take long for him to come to the conclusion that the additional 4 levels in the Ability had increased his range by about four meters. Not bad. Not great, since my maximum range seems to be limited by my mana – about 120 meters before I tap out of mana. If I can keep pushing this Ability, maybe I can get that to a distance that will be really significant. I wonder what will happen when I rank it up. Or get more mana, for that matter since that seems to be my limiting factor.

His thoughts were interrupted by the sounds of growling, roaring, and crashing in the distance. He spent a good thirty seconds pouring over his options before deciding that it was better to know what it was than to have whatever it was sneak up on him later. He engaged his Stealth Skill and moved in the direction of the commotion.

It took him ten minutes of sneaking to get close enough to see what was going on. What he saw almost made him turn and leave immediately. In a clearing ahead, there was a bear surrounded by a pack of wolves. The bear was bleeding from a number of wounds and there were at least four wolves either dead or incapacitated lying around the clearing.

As he watched, a wolf would dart in from the side, causing the bear to swing in its direction which would open it up to a bite from a wolf on the opposite side. The pack was wearing the bear down, but clearly it was not without cost.

Quickly assessing the odds, Duke counted five wolves harassing the bear. The odds were not in the bear’s favor. Duke could even things up but that would only put him in danger for little gain. He decided to watch for a moment or two longer before letting nature take its course.

Another wolf darted in and back, using its distraction tactic. The bear did not turn in its direction, instead turning in the opposite direction and catching the opposite wolf in mid lunge. The bear’s claws dug through the wolf’s skin and fur with enough force to nearly decapitate it.

The remaining four wolves howled with rage and stepped back, reassessing the situation. The bear, sniffed the air, catching its breath in the lull. And then it turned its head in Duke’s direction. Its eyes were far too human and intelligent. It locked eyes with him and he could just feel the intent. The bear was begging for aid.

Duke froze as he processed the sight. He was absolutely sure the bear had asked for help, but he was not sure how he knew. Then it hit him. The gift of XENOGLOSSIA allowed him to understand all languages. Apparently, that extended to bear body language. He could not ignore such a plea. It was time to act.

He pulled the half-decent sword out of the backpack which turned out to be a much more difficult task than he had initially anticipated. It was the only weapon in the backpack that wasn’t wrapped in cloth to muffle its sound but even still, it was annoying to get out of the undersized pack.

He had just managed to get the sword ready when the wolves pounced again. This time, two wolves feinted from different angles towards the bear’s front and the two at its rear followed up. The bear growled in pain at it was bitten yet again.

Duke saw his opening as the feints started again. He TELEPORTED behind one of the wolves that was tensing to attack and swung downward for all he was worth. He was in luck. The wolf had not noticed him appear so when it surged forward, stretching its neck out to bite the bear, the sword connected between two stretched out vertebrae. The wolf went down with a final exhalation of its lungs.

Meanwhile, the bear had surged forward to chase the retreating decoy wolves. They scrambled out of the way, but the tide had shifted. Unfortunately for Duke, the wolf next to him that had lunged at the surging bear noticed him and spun in his direction growling. So much for the continued element of surprise. Come on, puppy. I’ve got a Blades skill now!

The wolf charged him as the bear and the remaining two wolves clashed. Duke swung the sword at the charging wolf at an awkward angle. The wolf did not seem impressed at Duke’s efforts as it ducked under his swing and bit into his right shin. Duke could feel the wolf’s fangs scraping against his shin bone and howled in pain.

Instinctively, he swung the sword at the wolf to try and scrape it off him. Once again, the wolf outwitted him and let go in time for the sword to miss. Instead, the sword slammed into the ground and the poorly-made blade snapped off at the hilt. The wolf smiled at him. Smiled? Right, XENOGLOSSIA.

The wolf lunged at Duke again, aiming for his left leg this time. Duke managed to twist out of the way, his injured right leg screaming at him even though his regeneration had kicked in to start healing the wound. Without a viable weapon, Duke pounced on the wolf, pounding it with the pommel of his sword. Two blows later, the wolf slumped to the ground.

Duke turned to see the bear growling at the final wolf as it ran away. And then it turned in his direction. He could read caution in its stance combined with barely held back aggression. Duke dropped the hilt of the broken sword, not that it would have done him much good if the bear decided to attack. The bear, for its part, nodded it head upwards and then proceeded to lick its wounds.

Duke took the moment to check his injured leg only to find it was nearly healed. His Regeneration Ability was working quickly to get him back up to snuff. His pantleg, on the other hand, was much the worse for wear. It was so torn that it offered no real protection from anything. He looked back over to the bear wondering what to do next. The bear had asked for help, and he had helped but the thing outweighed him by at least 150 kilos, probably more. It likely could eat him without him being able to put up much resistance.

His thoughts were interrupted as a man burst through the trees on the opposite side of the clearing, sliding to a stop with a stripped tree branch raised in the air with both hands as if ready to attack. Duke tensed himself for action, ready to TELEPORT to a more advantageous position if needed. The man paused looking between the bear and Duke as if trying to figure out what happened. He then seemed to notice the wolves’ corpses and relaxed slightly, releasing one hand on the branch and bringing it down to chest level. He made an uninterpretable gesture with his other hand.

“I am guessing from the dead wolves at your feet that you are friend, not foe. Yes?” The man spoke with an odd accent and cadence, almost as if he were using translation software to speak with. His eyes still shone with intensity causing Duke to remain tense and ready to fight.

Duke hesitated for a brief moment before responding, “Friend seems like a much better idea to me. Let’s go with that. Is that your bear?”

The intense stare broke as the man grinned widely. Duke could see the smile touch his eyes and felt himself releasing tension that he hadn’t even realized he was holding onto.

“You could say that.” The man chuckled with a wry grin as he approached the bear and laid a hand on its shoulder. Immediately, there was a deep green glow and the bear’s wounds began to rapidly heal. He kept the hand there glowing as he nodded back to Duke.

“I think you can relax a bit, friend. You may call me Grat, all of my friends do. And this is my wife, Elaine.” As he spoke, the last of the bear’s wounds healed. Duke’s mouth dropped open as the bear rapidly transformed into a woman.
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                Now that he had a moment, he took in both of their appearances.  They both had deep olive skin and dark hair.  Hers was darker, raven-colored, while his was somewhere early in the stages of salting over.  The pair were both on the shorter side, standing about a meter and a half tall.  While he was slim, with the wiry look of a trim outdoorsman, she was much, much more curvy.  Duke forced himself to not stare.  It wasn’t easy.

“Nice to meet you both.” Duke smiled as he kicked the broken sword hilt away.  “You can call me Duke.”

Grat tilted his head.  “You are a Duke?  From what kingdom?  Oh, should I be bowing or kneeling or something.  Court etiquette was never really taught in my family.”

Duke held up a hand.  “No, I’m not a Duke.  My name is Duke.”  Oh shit, this is going to be a major problem for me, isn’t it?

Grat nodded slowly with that nod-and-smile look you gave crazy people to humor them.  Duke picked up on it immediately and groaned inwardly.  Fucking callsign still causing me trouble.  “Well, it is nice to meet you, Duke.”

Duke noted that it was strange that Elaine hadn’t spoken.  He hoped she was alright after all her injuries.  “Are you OK, Elaine?  You seemed to have gotten chewed on by those wolves pretty badly.” 

Grat interrupted.  “She can’t understand you.  You are speaking a language I have never heard before.  The only reason I can understand you is due to a spell.”  He proceeded to whisper to Elaine for a bit, explaining who Duke was, apparently.

Elaine turned to her husband, “Please tell the Duke that I am grateful for his assistance.”

“He’s not a Duke.” Grat explained.

“But you said he was the Duke?” Elaine asked, confusion crossing her brow.

“It is just his name.”  Grat responded.

“Why would someone name their child Duke?  Are you sure he’s not a Duke?”

“I do not know why, but that is what he calls himself.”

“That is most odd.  Are you sure he is not touched?”

“No, I am not sure, but he did come to your aid, so he is at least good-natured.”

“He is dressed in rags.  Is he the Duke of Rags?”

Duke decided it was his turn to interrupt.  “You know, I am right here.  You don’t need to talk about me as if I can’t hear you.”

Grat’s head whipped around back to Duke.  “Can you not speak our language?  How is it that you understand but can not speak?”

Duke sighed.  “It’s an odd ability.  I can understand just about anyone, but I can’t speak other languages that I don’t know.”

“That is odd.” Grat responded.  “Is it some form of curse?  Are you cursed?”

“What did he say?  Who cursed the Duke?  Are we in danger?”  Elaine inquired, becoming alarmed as well as more confused.

Grat held his arms up in exasperation.  “Everyone hold up for a moment.  Duke, may I cast a spell on you?  It’s called Tongues and will give you the ability to speak our language for a short while.  Maybe an hour or two.”

Duke considered it for a moment but acquiesced.  “Yes, cast the spell.”

Grat walked up to Duke, extending his arm upward.  As he approached the height disparity became very evident.  Duke stood nearly two meters tall while Grat might have made it a meter and a half.  Grat’s eyes grew wider at the sight.

“You are a bit taller than I expected.”  Grat offered with a friendly smile.

“I get that a lot.” Duke responded.

“Would you mind bending down a little, I need to touch your forehead for the spell to work.”

Duke leaned down, allowing Grat to touch his forehead.  A feeling of warmth flowed into Duke’s head, feeling not unlike a warm blow-dryer being held just far enough away to keep from burning.  It was ultimately a strange, but not unpleasant sensation.


***YOU HAVE GAINED A NEW SPELL EFFECT

You have been successfully targeted by the spell “Tongues.”  You can now speak and understand most languages for the next two hours. ***


Duke shrugged and asked, “So, did it work?”

Elaine smiled and responded with a curtsey, “It most certainly did.  Thank you for your assistance with the wolves, my Duke.”

Duke could feel the color rising to his cheeks as frustration set in further.  “My name is Duke.  I am not a Duke.  I’m not a member of the nobility.  Not now, not ever.  I’m just a guy who has had a bit of a rough day.  Oh, and you are welcome for the help with the wolves.  Why were they attacking you anyway?”

Grat interrupted gruffly, “These woods are not what they used to be.  Something evil walks among the trees.  Something they do not understand and cannot describe.  We have come a considerable distance, sent by the Council to investigate.  What do you know about this evil?  What have you seen?”

Duke hesitated to speak about the circumstances of his arrival or what followed him through the portal.  Something about the evil being his fault didn’t ring true to him, but it could be something that Elgin had done.  Either way, he was not going to reveal it to someone he just met.  He didn’t need that kind of trouble just yet.

“I’ve seen some goblins camping not too far away.  They seemed rather unpleasant, but I doubt that they were the great and ominous evil you are looking for.”

Elaine nodded.  “No, goblins are nasty little buggers but they certainly are not any great threat to the land.  Unless, of course, there’s hundreds of thousands of them.  That would be a great evil bringing them together.”

Duke chuckled, “No, I only saw a few.”

 “Are they still there?  Where are they?”  Elaine asked, her voice elevated with tension.

Duke smiled.  “No, they are not there anymore.  We had a disagreement.  See, they wanted me dead and I disagreed with their point of view.”

Grat joined in.  “And since you are standing here, I can guess how that argument ended.”

Elaine kicked the remains of Duke’s broken blade.  “The crap blade is another good indication.”

Duke watched the broken blade tumble into the brush, “Yeah, you could call that a poor donation to my survival cause.  They really didn’t seem keen on donating to my cause.  Really unpleasant of them.”

Grat got them back on track, “So the goblins and the-” He pointed around them. “wolves are all you have run into in this forest?”

“Yep, nothing much else to see.  Or, more to the point, that I saw.”  Duke’s mind was racing, trying to put together his story before he had to lay it out to these people.  Then his brain crashed to a halt with another system message.


***The Spell “Tongues” has successfully been absorbed.  You may now use it as an Ability at will for a small cost. ***


Well, that was interesting.  I wonder if I can do that with other buffs. His thoughts were interrupted again.

Grat asked, “So, where are you headed?  You’re pretty deep into this forest and don’t exactly seem equipped for it.”

Duke shrugged, “I am a wanderer and the forest seemed pretty peaceful to me.  That is, until today.  The goblins and aggressive wolves were a bit unexpected.  As for preparations…I can take care of myself.”

Elaine smiled, her eyes turning softer.  “Well, you certainly helped me take care of the wolves, Duke.  Would you care to join us in seeking out the evil lurking somewhere in this forest?”


***You have been offered a quest!

Quest Name: Seek and Destroy

Quest Description:  An unknown evil has taken root in the forest.  Seek it out its source and cleanse it before it can spread.

Quest Rewards: Experience, Increased reputation with the Druidic Council.

***

Duke weighed his options.  Having someone who knew their way around would probably be helpful since he knew almost nothing about this world.  On the other hand, he wasn’t ready to reveal too much about himself, especially if the tentacle thing turned out to be the great evil in the forest.  He couldn’t imagine that going well for him.  Ultimately, he placed his secrecy above potential safety in numbers.

“That is a fine offer, but I prefer to be on my own for now.  I have so much wanderlust that it is hard to stay in a group with anyone right now.  I hope you understand.”

A knowing glance passed between Grat and Elaine.  Grat handed Duke a small twig tightly wrapped with a blue string.  “Yes, I think we do.  If you see something that fits the ‘great evil’ that we’re investigating, burn this and we will get the location.  I wouldn’t suggest trying to confront it though.  Even we are under orders to summon aid before any confrontation.”

Duke examined the twig.  “Thanks.  I’ll keep my eyes open.  If I see something, I’m your twig-burning guy.”

They shook hands and separated. Glad to see that shaking hands is a thing in this world. Duke watched the pair walk off into the forest and immediately blend into the background.  One moment he saw them passing by trees and the next, all he saw was trees.  Mental note:  My stealth is garbage compared to that.  Get better.

Duke shrugged and set out in the opposite direction from where the pair had left.  He had no destination in mind but felt the need to continue to push himself to improve.  Had he been the one surrounded by the wolves, he would have had to flee.  That was not acceptable to him.  He immediately started to practice TELEPORTATION, seeing how quickly he could TELEPORT from one spot to the next without taking time to reset the picture in his mind.

He found that if he had a good look at the area beforehand that he could TELEPORT throughout the area as fast as he could think of moving.  It was hard to keep his orientation but as he practiced, he found it a bit easier.  Only a bit though.  More practice, it seemed, was in order.

Duke did just that.  As he wandered through the forest, he kept TELEPORTING, making sure to vary his locations whenever possible from tree branches to boulders to roots.  He tried everything he could do to put himself on poor footing so that he could get used to recovering his balance quickly.  And, hey, he only fell out of a tree five times.  His regeneration fixed him up every time.

Hours later, Duke found himself tired and hungry. In all of his time in the forest, he had found little game to speak of and that troubled him.

“OK, time to find something to eat.  I’ve trained for this.  On Earth.  Where I knew what kind of trees, insects, and animals roamed around.  Right.  Shit.  At least I know wolves and bears are a thing.  Maybe rabbits and deer are too.  Nothing to do but to go look.  And stop talking to myself.  This is getting creepy.”

Duke set about to hunt or scavenge himself a meal of some kind.  That was when he noticed that the forest was not only empty, but silent.  Instantly, his wariness increased as the hairs raised on the back of his neck.  Prey hiding and silent could only mean a predator was active in the area.  He TELEPORTED midway up a tree to get a better look.

His instincts had been right as minutes later a pair of wolves stalked through the path he had been following.  They were scenting the air and the ground, clearly following his path.  Likely from the same pack that attacked Elaine.  Time to be patient – I’m ten meters up and there’s no way they could jump this high.

More wolves gathered in the area.  Duke counted five before the biggest wolf he had ever seen joined them.  It had to stand as tall as Grat had at the shoulder.  He stilled his breath – he did not want to tangle with this pack, especially with what he had to assume was the alpha there as well.  The wolves milled about in the area for about ten minutes before leaving the way they came.

Duke decided two things.  One, that dinner could wait and two, that he needed to hide his scent trail some.  He began TELEPORTING from tree to tree, not touching the ground in between as the light of day finally faded away.  It was good to continue his TELEPORTATION practice and get out of the area, but his fatigue was really catching up to him.  He really needed to get some sleep but sleeping on the ground was definitely out of the question.  He continued to TELEPORT, trying to find a suitable spot.

Eventually, he found a larger-than-normal tree with a massive limb forking out that would make for a solid place to rest.  He settled in, tying himself in place with the extra paracord he kept around his waist.  Thank you Sgt. Johnson for making me get into that habit!  Sleep claimed Duke quickly.

He awoke to another round of system messages:


***CONGRATULATIONS!

You survived another conflict and have taken time to rest and consolidate your gains, you have had the following changes to absorb:

You are a not a friend to the wolves.

For defeating 6 wolves between level 1 and 3, you receive 337 experience points.  Even though your ally killed a number of them, you still get a full share of the experience because…well, because you are broken.  Just take the gift for what it is and don’t complain, alright?

Your Abilities have seen excellent use.

You have again made extensive use of your TELEPORTATION Ability and have gained 4 levels, bringing you up to Novice 9.  Well done!  Find new and interesting ways to use your ability and you will be further rewarded.

You continue to get hurt – even self-inflicted!  This continues to push your REGENERATION Ability forward. You have gained two levels, bringing you up to Initiate 16.  No Pain, no gain!

You have utilized a number of Skills since your last rest and have made some gains.

You snuck up on some wolves fighting which is not a great feat but then you evaded a pack of wolves tracking you by scent – that’s something special.  +5 Levels in your Stealth Skill.  You have now progressed to the next rank in Stealth which is now at Initiate level 3.  Congratulations!

You really are garbage with Blades.  Maybe you should stop trying to use them in a fight until you know which end to hit your opponent with.  You can't even hit something attached to your leg.  But you did manage to actually kill something with one swing so, yeah you.  You have fumbled around with Blades enough to have increased this Skill to Untrained Level 5.

Pounding a wolf to death with the pommel of your broken sword - you might just live through a typical bar fight.  You continue to show some aptitude with the Brawling Skill.  Your skill has increased to Novice Level 5.

You failed to hunt for something to eat.  Your Overland Travel Skill has not progressed, but your hunger certainly has.  If you don’t find something to eat today, you are not going to like the consequences.  Something to drink might be a good idea too.  Dying of thirst or hunger would just be a pathetic way to go.  Do better.

***

Duke was happy to see that nothing had bothered him as he slept.  The snark of the system messages really said something about the “Powers” that placed him in this world.  He wasn’t quite sure what it said, but it definitely said something.  As he worked to untie himself, he reviewed the changes in his abilities and planned out what he would do this day.

OK, I used TELEPORT a bunch and it went up by four levels.  I think that’s good.  It’s still Novice and since Stealth went from Novice to Initiate, that must be the next rank.  I was in the upper twenties for Stealth in Novice level so maybe level 30 is the threshold for Initiate rank.  I have to keep pushing.  I wonder if there is any way to use TELEPORTATION offensively?  Maybe I can TELEPORT someone 10 meters into the air and let them drop – that would hurt.  Better start small.  Squirrel hunting it is unless I can find a rabbit – those are far better to eat.

Not trusting to ground travel just yet with the wolf pack still out there, he went back to his tree-TELEPORT routine.  For two hours he travelled in this fashion before he spotted another game trail to follow.  This one quickly led him to a large clearing with a pond.  His parched throat screamed at him to drink immediately but his training held him fast.  Water was necessary for life and bodies of water were prime spots for predators to hunt.

It did not take long for nature to play out as he anticipated.  As he watched, a small, furry creature the size of a small dog came to the pond to drink.  Its fur was a mottled brown and seemed to have some sort of extended snout.  From that snout, a long tongue snaked out and dipped into the water to drink.  After each drink, it paused and looked around, wary of predators.


Three sips in, a feline creature slowly slinked out of the forest, keeping its belly low to the ground.  Duke could not hear any sound of the cat’s passage and watched as it quickly and carefully approached its prey.  The next time the creature paused to take a drink the cat struck.

The creature had lifted its head and looked to the right and the left.  When it turned its head to the left, the cat leaped, leading with its front claws in a vicious slash at the creature’s left eye.  The claws dug in, destroying the orb as the full weight of the cat landed on the thing’s neck.  The squeal of alarm was loud and Duke could feel the naked terror resound in his bones.

The creature struggled desperately to get away, but escape was not in the cards for it this day.  The cat had latched firmly onto its throat and proceeded to choke it out quickly.  It was all over in under a minute from when the cat had approached the clearing to the time it was dragging its prey away.

Duke decided that it was time to claim a meal for himself.  He focused all of his attention on the dead creature and pushed his TELEPORTATION Ability to its limits.  He could feel a strange straining sensation.  It was both physical and mental.  In an instant the strain ceased, and the carcass appeared in Duke’s hands.

The cat reacted instantly, confused as to where its meal had gone and then yowling in fright once it realized that its meal was gone, just gone.  It tore out of the clearing and back into the forest at a full run, not looking back once.

A half dozen TELEPORTs later, he was away from the clearing and had gutted and hung the corpse to bleed out.  Still realizing that he was extremely thirsty, he TELEPORTED back to the pond and drank his fill while keeping an eye out for any other predators showing up.  Once his mana had refilled, he TELEPORTED back to the place he had hung up his meal to drain.  Thankfully, nothing had shown up to take his prize while it finished draining.  He quickly packed it up and was on his way, running and TELEPORTING his path away from the clearing.  Along the way, he kept watch for an area he could set up camp and cook his meal.

Nearly an hour later, he found the spot.  There was a large boulder with a thick pine-like tree nestled up against it.  There was just enough room under the shelter of the branches to set up a small camp.  Not having much more than the rags he was wearing, it didn’t take him long to set up.  Dry firewood was abundant in the area and he kept a ferro rod in the handle of his knife – fire came quickly.  With a good fire, cooking the meat of the creature was fairly easy.

What the hell is this thing called anyway?  Shouldn’t I have some sort of “identify” skill or something.  I know how these things work.  I’ve read enough books and played enough games.  I feel cheated.  Well, guess I’ll just have to call it a snoutbeast for now.

Duke was surprised how good the snoutbeast tasted – even less gamey than rabbit. He was most pleased as he banked the coals of the fire to get some sleep.

            

    
        Chapter 5

    
    
    
    
                Duke was awakened by system messages again. He was completely unsure of how long he had slept but since he felt rested, he guessed it was long enough. The sun was still down, but since he had no idea how long days were in this world, there was no frame of reference to make a guess from. Instead of continuing with missing information, he focused on his system messages.


*** Congratulations! You continue to survive and provide some small entertainment. Think bigger and be rewarded…

You really keep focusing on this TELEPORTATION Ability. At least you made it thoroughly entertaining. The look on that bobcat’s face was priceless. We were thoroughly entertained, so you are to be rewarded! You have gained 11 levels in TELEPORTATION which just happens to be enough to get you to Initiate rank, level 1. We are pleased with your creativity in using this Ability. Keep it up! Here, also have 106 experience for “defeating” the bobcat.

Beyond that, you made a smart decision to evade rather than engage the wolf pack. For making such a wise decision, we have decided to reward you with 337 experience and 3 levels in your Stealth skill.

Continue to be smart and entertaining. The latter being more important than the former, eh?

***


Duke smiled at his gains but he was starting to wonder how long it was going to take to actually level himself up. That was four encounters that could potentially have killed him, and he had yet to even get close to leveling up. In fact, he wasn’t even halfway there. Either he was going to have to take greater chances or get used to leveling up slowly. As he thought about this more, he considered it a real problem. He was still limited by his mana. He could only use his Abilities as long as he had mana to supply them and with such a limited supply, he was potentially in trouble.

Weighing his options, he decided that it might do him some good to find some sort of civilization. The main problem being that he had no idea where to find anything resembling civilization. Elgin had said he was in the Kingdom of Chopie, but that really didn’t mean anything. He had also mentioned a city or two but without any directions, he could walk for a month and still not find anything.

Well, two choices. One, try to figure out where I am or two, just keep going and see where it brings me. Yeah, this is going to be risky but choice one it is.

Duke TELEPORTED his way along until he found a particularly tall tree. From there he climbed/TELEPORTED to the top to see what he could see. What he saw was more forest nearly as far as the eye could see in all directions but one. There was one direction in which a single tall tower poked above the forest canopy. Having no better prospects, he decided to head that way.

A single tower in the middle of nowhere? Yep, that screams ancient and insane wizard to me. Probably not the best idea to disturb such an individual but what else can I do? I guess I should have gone with the druids. Yeah, I guess they were druids. I’m going to call them druids. The name for them here might be something outlandish like keeper of the forest but I’m just going to call them druids until I know better.

The trip to the tower was uneventful but lengthy. It took nearly two hours to get into the vicinity. Duke knew he was there when the terrain suddenly changed. The trees all became equally spaced apart and identical. He almost decided to leave as soon as he noticed it but kept on the way anyway. Anything beat the boredom of this forest with some great evil lurking that never seemed to manifest or even make a peep.

He did, however, stop TELEPORTING and took a careful walking pace. He wasn’t trying to be stealthy but rather take measured and careful steps, being wary of potential traps or something of that nature. After about one hundred meters of this ordered forest, he came upon the clearing with the tower. It rose out of the forest made out of some sort of yellowed white stone. The tower stood some three hundred meters tall and almost fifty meters wide at its base. It was quite imposing in person.

Duke followed the manicured path and carefully approached the ornate double doors. Before he could use the three-headed dragon of a door-knocker, the doors silently opened inwards. He hesitated until the doors were fully open and he could get a look inside.

Before he could move, a white-robed man burst out excitedly. He was short, barely reaching Duke’s chest and full of energy. “A visitor! A visitor! Welcome! Welcome! Welcome! Come in. Are you hungry? I can make a meal for you. Oh, look at you. You’re wearing rags. I’ll get you some new clothes. Come in. Come in. Yes, yes, yes. Please come in. Oh yes!”

Duke nearly fell over with the force of the man’s greeting. “Um, hi. Nice to meet you.”

“Yes, yes, yes, what did you say? I didn’t quite get that?” He tilted his head as if trying to get a good ear pointed at Duke.

Duke paused and activated his TONGUES Ability. “How about now? Do you understand me now?”

“Oh, delightful. Someone with some magic attunement. The gods have finally shined upon me! This is truly an auspicious day!”

Duke couldn’t help but smile himself. This guy’s enthusiasm and excitement were overwhelming. He found himself being led inside by the laughing man without a second thought. The inside was decorated in pure opulence. The entrance rug was soft under his boots and woven into a detailed depiction of the tower itself. While the walls were adorned with similar tapestries that showed the construction of the tower itself. The furniture all had a “tower” theme. It was all ornately carved, but was starting to give Duke some misgivings.

“Oh, I see you noticed that everything in here is related to the tower? A bit disturbing, right? I know, right? Now imagine being stuck here for a century and this is all you have to look at? You have no idea how happy I am to have another person here.”

Duke was slightly disarmed by that but still a bit uncomfortable with things. He remained wary.

“I’m Baslin, by the way. Archmage Baslin the Best if you want to go by full title.” He proceeded to speak in a stage whisper, “For the love of the gods, please don’t go with the full title.”

Duke responded in kind. “You can call me Duke.” Before he could say another word, Baslin interrupted.

“You’re a Duke? Oh my. What happened to your clothes, my Duke?”

“No, no, no! I am NOT a Duke. It’s only my name. Yes, I know it’s odd, but that’s it.”

“Um, Ok. No need to get so defensive about it. Just a natural conclusion, you know.”

“Sorry, it has caused me difficulties in the past and I didn’t want to have to deal with them again.”

Baslin smiled again, “I see. I see. Totally understandable, yes totally understandable, my new friend. Please have a seat while I get us some refreshments. So exciting!” He then jaunted off out a side door humming to himself.

While he was gone, Duke took a moment to assess his situation. He was sitting in a very comfortable chair in a world he knew very little about in a forest that seemed to go on forever wearing the shredded remains of his flightsuit.

Kind of a mixed bag there. I could really use some new clothes so that is annoying but I have some abilities that I could have only dreamed about in the past. I can teleport and I heal faster than is believable. I can understand whatever anyone says and, with some effort, they can understand me too. All-in-all, not too bad considering the alternative. Now, I’m here with this overly enthusiastic host. He’s creeping me out, I have to admit.

Duke was interrupted as Baslin returned, a large silver tray loaded with food and drinks floating along behind him. With a gesture, the tray landed gently on the coffee table and he sat down in the chair to my left.

He smiled warmly, “Eat, drink, and oh, yes, your clothes. One moment.” He quickly cast another spell at me, so quickly that I didn’t even have time to register it before it was done.


***A SPELL HAS BEEN CAST UPON YOU

You have been subjected to the spell Grand Repair. Your system has attempted to absorb the spell but the duration was too brief. You will need to be subjected to the spell’s effects several more times to have a chance to absorb it.

Your clothes have been restored to pristine condition. Everything is repaired and all flaws have been corrected. Your clothes now fit you perfectly. Your socks are dry and defunkified – you don’t even want to know what your regeneration was keeping at bay in there. Even your boxers are clean. Wouldn’t your mother be so proud!

***

Duke paused as the system message rolled over his consciousness and Baslin noticed. “Are you alright, my friend?”

“Um, yeah, I’m fine. It’s just that spell was pretty impressive. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Oh yes, Grand Repair is a wonderous spell. It keeps this entire tower in top shape if I do say so myself. I could teach it to you if you like.” Baslin inclined his head with the implied question, his brown eyes twinkling.

“That could be useful. What would it take?”

Baslin paused to think it over for a few moments, picking up a pastry from the tray of food and taking a bite. He gestured to the tray for Duke to east as well.

Duke grabbed a similar pastry with some trepidation. My REGENERATION should work on any poison or drugs in this, right? He received no response, so he took a bite anyway and was greeted with pure joy in his mouth. It was sweet and rich and buttery and indescribably good.

“Create Glorious Food. I could teach you that one as well.” He smiled in thought. “In fact, I could teach you all sorts of spells.” He stared into the distance, trailing off as he spoke before a smile came beaming to his face. “I could teach you all my spells! Yes, yes, yes, that’s it!” He shouted.

Duke was becoming increasingly confused at this outburst. “Well, ok then. You seem pretty stoked to teach me spells. Why is that?”

Baslin stopped and turned his attention back to Duke with a frightening smile. “Let me tell you a bit of a story and you’ll understand.”

Duke nodded assent and took another of the glorious pastries to eat, waiting for the story to unfold.

            

    
        Chapter 6

    
    
    
    
                Baslin nearly stumbled over his words trying to relate all he had to say too quickly. “First off, the Twin Kingdoms were not always like they are now. About a century ago, they were united under a single king. King Estros. The Kingdom of Eternia had existed for millennia with the peaceful handover of power from Ruler to Ruler carrying on for longer than memory stretches. It was the most stable kingdom in all of the known world, and I was its high wizard. Estros was a friend for decades and I was happy to serve him as advisor and follower alike. When his twin children were born, I vowed that I would not leave and to serve them as I had Estros. He was a dear friend. How could I not do so?

This, my new friend, has been my undoing. I am bound by this terrible vow. You see, the twins have quite effectively ruined the kingdom of Eternia. When Estros died (I’m still not sure it was a natural passing), my vow still stood. I was to serve the twins equally yet they fought incessantly over using me and my spells to further their selfish gains within their now split and competing kingdoms. After nearly going to war with each over, I helped them come to perhaps the only agreement they have been able to hold.

The agreement was rather simple and, if I do say so myself, brilliant. All I needed to do was train an apprentice for each of them and I would be released from my vow. Now here’s where I really got the brats! Nothing in the agreement says the apprentices have to actually serve either of the twins!

I immediately got started training a pair of apprentices. I taught them everything I knew about magic and spellcraft. It took me years to teach them to the point they could stand on their own, but I did it. They were about to graduate. I had the ceremony prepared and quite the feast summoned. It was to be a grand day – my day of freedom!

I began the graduation ceremony and named Alexander my first graduated apprentice for Queen Pahst. As I began the ceremony to name Lucian my second graduated apprentice for King Chopie, an assassin struck him down. I obliterated the assassin, but it was too late. Moments later, another assassin killed Alexander. The twins’ jealousy and competitiveness led to the death of both of my apprentices. Their pettiness has no end!”

Duke interrupted, “Wow, that’s awful. I bet it was hard getting new apprentices after that.”

“Oh, you have no idea. It has been a century that I have been trapped here in my tower while the twins continue to squabble any try to outdo each other in all things. Every new building one builds, the other builds one ‘better’. They have taxed their population to the extreme and rule through intimidation and fear. It is truly awful.

Now, here is why I am so excited. I can train you in complete secret. My auguries have shown that no one knows you are here. This is great for the both of us. You learn magic and spells that few others in any kingdom know and I finally gain my freedom. Then I can cancel the longevity spells I placed on the twins and the kingdoms can finally rest and recover from their tyranny!”

“Now, wait a minute there.” Duke held up a hand to forestall the celebration. “There’s a few points of clarity that I need here. “One, did you say that you would kill the twins after all this?”

“Well, not kill them directly. Just cancel the longevity spells I have previously cast on them. They will die of old age on their own. Look, neither of them is a good person. They are petty tyrants and have terrorized their own people so much that I am certain that King Estros would come back from the grave and slay them both if he could. They are as close to evil as you can get without actively seeking to be evil. Removing them will be a grand favor for both kingdoms.”

“OK, let’s say that offing them is a good thing. Did you say that it took you years to teach your past apprentices? I’m not sure I’m willing to commit to years of study. Magic is cool and all that but just how long are we talking here?”

Baslin nodded along. “Yes, yes, I see the objection. But what you don’t see right now is the benefit. First off, when you have so much mana flowing through your body, your aging will all but cease. Your lifespan will extend into the thousands of years so what is a few short years in comparison? And the quality of those years? Oh, yes. With the proper spells, you can live in any level of comfort you would ever want.”

Duke weighed his options. He could try and leave as Baslin had made no threats or moves to prevent him from leaving. Then again, that didn’t mean that he wouldn’t have some way to prevent him from leaving. He could also take the man up on his offer. It would take a long time, years, in fact, but it would give him tremendous power in this new world. But he also had things to do. Like…OK, so he really had no goals in this world yet. Sure, he was tossed the “kill the big evil that lurks in the forest” BS quest, but he really didn’t want to jump into such a trite fantasy plotline.

Baslin noted Duke’s pause for thought and smiled again. Man, this guy smiles an awful lot. Super creepy or Super happy. Still not sure.

“Duke, I can see you are contemplating my offer. I am sure you have countless questions and concerns even still. How about this? I will send you to the capital of Chopie and you can see for yourself what conditions are like there. I will Portal you back in a week and we can discuss your impression of what this nation has become. You will have to be disguised and have your aura hidden so no one can track you back here but that shouldn’t be too difficult. What do you say?”

Duke considered the offer for a moment. He tried weighing the possibilities but, ultimately, there was no choice. Of course, he was going to do it. A free trip to civilization? Sure, why not.

“That sounds like a great idea. Let’s do it.”

“Excellent! Just a few quick incantations and you’ll be off.”

Baslin quickly cast a series of spells on Duke, far faster than he would have expected.


*** A SPELL HAS BEEN CAST UPON YOU

You are now affected by Aura Concealment. Your aura has been concealed. You appear to be completely mundane and indistinguishable from countless others. Whatever it is that makes you special, no one can see it now. This spell will last for seven days before fading completely but will gradually lessen in effectiveness over time.

You are now affected by Lasting Disguise. Your appearance has been altered. Your general size and shape remain, but your facial features, hair color, and hairstyle have been significantly altered. No one you know will recognize you. Even your voice has been changed. This spell will last for seven days.

***


Duke stood and walked over to a mirror across the room and gazed upon himself to see how the disguise worked. He could still see himself, but he could also see a nearly transparent outline of another face over his own. It was disorienting. His hair was now shoulder length and blonde. His eyes had now become the crystal blue of a glacier. On top of all that, he seemed to have put on nearly 20 kilos in bulky muscle mass, like he was a powerlifter. He rather liked the changes – they definitely were different enough from his actual look that no one would mistake him for who he really was.

“Are you done admiring yourself?”

Duke startled at Baslin’s voice.

“Um, yes, I guess so. It’s just so weird seeing myself like this.”

“Oh, yes, the first time is a bit disorienting. Here, change into these clothes. What you are wearing now is far too unique, even down to the patches with their cryptic symbols on them. Is that some sort of language?”

Duke took the proffered clothes and went to a side nook that Baslin indicated to change. After doing so, he realized that he still had his name patch attached to his uniform. He immediately tore it off and tossed it into a nearby fireplace, making sure it burned up completely. Thank goodness he couldn’t read my nametag. Conceal your true name…Fail!

Duke returned to Baslin who smiled at his appearance. “Yes, yes, yes, you now look like you belong in the city. Give me your old clothes. I’ll put them in your room to await your return.”

Baslin handed Duke a pouch. “Now, take this and put it on your belt. There should be enough coin in there to take care of your needs for the full week. When your time is up, the pouch will grow very warm – that is your indication to get somewhere private so no one sees you Portal back. Do you understand?”

Duke nodded. “Sure, pouch gets hot, I hot-foot it out of sight and then I’m back here. No problem.”

“Wonderful, are you ready, then? I’ll take you to the portal chamber.” Baslin led Duke to another chamber that housed a great spiral staircase. The staircase was made of carved marble and was nearly four meters wide. It climbed both up and down from the ground floor. Giving Duke a “come along” hand gesture, he began to descend the stairs.

Six flights later, they emerged into a single large chamber with glowing symbols and runes covering most of the surfaces. The most prominent feature, however, was a six-meter-wide circle glowing in the center of the room. Duke could feel a thrum of power that pulsed around the room. It made his bones ache with each pulse. He gritted his teeth at the sense of “wrongness” that pulsed around him.

“Duke, is there something wrong? You don’t look so good.”

“This whole room feels wrong. Something is off here. Really far off.”

“Nonsense. What you are sensing is the power required to keep this portal stable and concealed. I assure you that this is the safest, most stable portal in all of the continent. You have nothing to fear.” To emphasize his words, Baslin walked out into the center of the chamber and spun with his arms outstretched. “See, perfectly safe. Now, let’s get going. I can’t wait until this week is over and you are ready to start learning. We are going to have so much fun!”

Duke bit down his fear and joined Baslin in the center of the room, his mind and body screaming at him to run the entire time. He was, however, made of stern stuff and did not flinch as Baslin shook his hand and then rapidly skipped out of the circle.

“OK, when I throw this switch, you will be portalled to a secure location within the city. It’s one of my old houses and is magically warded to prevent intrusion. You can use it as a base of operations for the week. No one should notice you coming in and out – that’s the absolute best feature of the place.”

Duke steeled his nerves and clenched his muscles to prevent his legs from shaking. Everything felt wrong and he could feel his stomach starting to twist. “Do it, Baslin. Quickly!”

Baslin quickly threw the switch and Duke disappeared in a flash of energy.
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                The world warped around Duke and he clenched his jaw tightly to keep from screaming.  The portal room disappeared and then things went haywire.

***WARNING WARNING WARNING!

Dissonant spacial interaction detected.  Your TELEPORTATION Ability has interacted with an unstable portal, further destabilizing your trajectory.  System correction - partial success.  Approximate destination secured +/- 10 meters.  Good luck!

***

Duke emerged from the portal.  He was completely disoriented but there were two things he knew for sure.  First off, it was nighttime as he could see a few lights lighting up the streets around him.  Secondly, he was able to see all of these streets because he was ten meters up in the air and falling quickly.

The ground came up to meet him at an alarming rate.  Duke desperately tried to TELEPORT in some way to stop himself from slamming into the ground.

***

TELEPORTATION Ability temporarily unavailable.  TELEPORT failed.

***

Duke rolled his eyes as he slammed into the ground, trying his best to roll with the impact.  It was at that moment he definitively confirmed that he was not an acrobat.  He landed hard on his left leg, and it collapsed under him with the awful crunch and snap of broken bone.  He crumpled to the cobblestones, slamming his head on something for good measure.  His vision swam but cleared sometime later.

As Duke instinctively struggled to his feet, his leg starting to heal from his REGENERATION and barely was able to support his weight, he was joined in the alley by a quartet of what he could only assume were common street thugs.

“Oh, look at what we have here.  Some poor fellow has fallen down in our alley.  Let’s help him up, right fellas?”

The others chuckled as they quickly surrounded the limping Duke.  He quickly assessed the situation, his head on a swivel and knew that likely the only way out of here was to fight his way out.  He stumbled, pivoting on his right foot and threw a punch at the closest thug as his left leg nearly collapsed again in the attempt to add drive to his punch.  The punch weakly struck the man in the jaw.  He didn’t seem impressed as Duke had no leverage behind the punch.

“Right, boys.  Take him!”

You know how in movies, the thugs all take turns fighting the hero?  That didn’t happen here.  Two thugs came in from either side grabbing hold of Duke’s arms while a third kicked his good leg out from under him.  The Thugs holding his arms kept Duke from falling down, but that courtesy was only to give the leader a better angle on his tremendous uppercut.  Duke’s head rocked backwards and his vision went blurry.  The thugs then dropped him, proceeding to kick him into unconsciousness.

As Duke faded out, he heard the leader apologize.  “Right sorry about all this mister.  I was just gonna take the pouch at your belt and leave you be, but you had to go and get all punchy with me.  Next time, be smart.  That is, if you live through this.  Goodnight.”  A final blow put Duke down completely.

Duke awoke an unknown amount of time later in an entirely different setting.  He was inside, propped up against a cold stone wall.  He could feel the stone leaching the warmth from his body which became more poignant once he realized that he was practically naked.  All he was wearing was his boxers.

Duke looked around the room.  The walls were made of stone blocks cut and fitted together so well that there was no mortar.  There was a single window the size of his head at the top of one wall and the door was on the opposite side of the room.  There was straw piled in a few areas of the floor but there were no furnishings.  Duke knew he was in a cell of some sort and things were not looking great for him.  It was then that the system decided to give him his “you went to sleep” update.


*** Congratulations!  You continue to survive and provide some small entertainment.  Your great street brawl was great to watch.  You acquitted yourself oh so well.  OK, so you got beaten easily and thoroughly.  Aren’t you so glad you have REGENERATION?  You put this Ability into overdrive as you came rather close to dying.  Your REGENERATION Ability advances by 10 points to Initiate 26.  I would not suggest pushing it this close to the limit again until you have at least gained another rank.

Oh, and what can we say about TELEPORTATION?  This was a complete failure.  You have messed up this Ability so badly, it's going to take a while to fix itself.  It took some real special effort to ignore all those warnings and push yourself off the cliff anyway.  Your Ability advanced through sheer stupidity, grit and determination does indeed count for something.   TELEPORTATION increased by 2 points from Initiate 1 to Initiate 3.  Good luck and try not to do this to yourself again.

Back to your grand street brawl.  You got one shot in.  You were unbalanced, dizzy, and ineffectual.  But you at least tried.  Here, have a point.  Your Brawling is now Novice 6.

The Spell “Aura Concealment” has successfully been absorbed.  You may now use it as an Ability at will for a normal cost.

The Spell “Lasting Disguise” has successfully been absorbed.  You may now use it as an Ability at will for a significant cost.

You survived a fight that should have at least crippled you.  Have an experience point.  Had you actually done something effective, you might have gotten a few more.  But, hey, you lost.  Badly.  Pathetic.  So, have your experience point and like it.  Or don’t.  It doesn’t matter to us.

Last time we told you to continue to be smart and entertaining.  Well, at least you got the entertaining part down. Marginally.

***

Duke clutched his aching head as the system messages poured through his consciousness.  He was getting less and less amused by the attitude the messages were displaying but he figured there was nothing he could do about it.  The thing that alarmed him immediately was that the spells Baslin had cast upon him had been absorbed.  He immediately tried to activate the Abilities that the spells had become on himself.

*** You have activated AURA CONCEALMENT for the first time.  Your aura is now masked from casual observation and probing for the next six hours.

You have activated TONGUES.  You can now speak most languages for the next hour.

You do not have enough mana to activate LASTING DISGUISE.  Ability Failed.

***


Duke scrambled to his feet as he read the last entry. Well, shit.  This just keeps getting better.  At least I’m all healed up again.  Yeah REGENERATION!  If TELEPORTATION worked, I could get out of here right quick.  Fucking system shit.  Guess I’ll have to figure it out the old-fashioned way.  Or just wait until my Ability is fixed.

His thoughts were interrupted by the door opening.  Before he could do more than turn to face it, a huge figure in spiked black leather armor strode into the room followed by a scrawny man in colorful, expensive robes.

“Well, that’s surprising - you shouldn’t be awake yet.  Ergo, restrain him!”

The mass of muscle strode confidently in Duke’s direction and moved to grab him.  Duke was having none of it.  He attacked this Ergo with everything he had.

Duke landed two solid punches in quick succession to Ergo’s jaw.  Ergo smiled and grunted.  “My turn, human.”

Ergo struck Duke twice in the torso.  Duke collapsed, certain he had felt his ribs break.  Ergo easily dragged him to his feet and locked Duke’s arms behind his back.  As he held the man, he whispered with hot breath on Duke’s neck. “Come back when you are stronger, and I’ll give you another chance.”

The scrawny man smiled at seeing Duke’s state.  “Yes, that is better.  Oh, and still conscious.  Ergo, you are indeed masterful at what you do.  I am ever so grateful to have professionals such as yourself on call.”  He adjusted his gaze to look at Duke.  “Do you have any idea how difficult it would be to do my job without such competent people to work with?  No, I suppose you don’t.  Now, who are you and what business do you have in our fair city?”

Duke wheezed in a breath, trying to come up with a clever answer but he was in so much pain – he could feel his ribs starting to re-arrange themselves.  “Visitor.”  He gasped.

“Oh, a visitor, you say.  What inn are you staying at?  Did you perhaps stumble out without getting dressed?”

Duke quickly thought of any inns that he had heard of, realizing that he did not know the name of a single inn in the city.  He began to speak but was cut off by the scrawny man.

“Don’t bother trying to come up with a convincing lie.  I can tell when someone is lying to me. If not, I wouldn’t be a very good Magistrate, now would I?”  He paused for the briefest moment to ready his quill.  What is your name?

Duke croaked out a strangled response as Ergo continued to pull back harder on his arms causing Duke’s ribs to shift out of place again, “Duke.”

“Duke?  You’re a Duke?  Oh no, we are going to have to…wait a moment.  The temporary panic fled the man’s eyes as his TRUTH of the MATTER Class Ability kicked in.  You’re not a Duke.  It’s simply a name you go by.  Well, in that case, this is much easier and my proceedings are complete.  I hereby convict you of vagrancy and sentence you to one year of service to the city within the arena.  Good day.  Ergo will escort you to your new home for the next year.”

With that, Ergo lifted Duke completely off the ground by his arms.  Duke shuddered with pain but clamped his jaw shut, not wanting to let either of them hear him cry out.  Ergo carried him through the door and down another dark stone corridor, never letting Duke’s feet touch the floor.  At one point, Duke tried kicking his way out of Ergo’s grasp but that was quickly stopped when Ergo pulled his shoulders out of joint.

It took about twenty minutes for Ergo to bring Duke to his new home…a cage-like cell.  Ergo dropped Duke on the stone floor for long enough to unlock and open the cell door.  He then kicked Duke into the cell with a grin.  “You have some troll blood in you, Duke?  Don’t think I didn’t see you healing up while I was holding you.  You’ll need it in the arena.  Who knows, maybe you’ll live long enough to challenge me some day.  Good luck.  You can’t fight for shit, but at least you had the spirit to try.  You’ll need that too.”

Ergo left Duke there in the pile of wet, lumpy straw that he had landed on.  He rolled over and took stock of his new situation.  He was in a cell which he surmised was a holding cell before he was put into the arena.  He had no clothes, no weapons, no offensive Abilities, and seemed to be a lot weaker than the prison guards.  Again, he was screwed.

It only took a few minutes for his REGENERATION to heal him up despite all of the broken bones and punctured organs he had been suffering from. I’m not entirely sure just how hurt I was back there but I’m guessing that I would have been in the ICU had I been back home.  Maybe I can find some way to use that to my advantage in the arena.

Duke got up and wiped off the straw that was sticking to him.  It was time to do something.  He wasn’t sure what, but sitting here was not the answer.  He took a tour of his cell.  It was about four meters on a side so much larger than what he knew of as a regular prison cell.  The cell had no walls, but instead, it was floor to ceiling steel bars.  The bars, he discovered, went into holes in the floor and appeared to similarly go into holes in the ceiling.  He didn’t know how far they went but he expected they were far enough to prevent someone much stronger than him from ripping them out.

The door was also made of steel bars and had a locking mechanism that Duke did not recognize.  The best he could describe was that it appeared to weld itself shut in some manner. Whatever the case, he didn’t think he was getting out of the cell without someone opening it up for him or his TELEPORTATION.  Since his TELEPORTATION was on the fritz, he figured he was stuck there for now.

He looked out past his cell to see that there were countless other cells just like his, all separated by a bit more than three meters between them.  He figured that was wide enough that someone could walk between cells and not worry about being grabbed by someone in a cell.  It seemed a clever design to him, but he wasn’t a prison designer by any stretch of the imagination.  He was a pilot and nothing in his training, nothing in his life had prepared him for this world.

The day stretched on with nothing else happening so Duke entertained himself by exercising.  After each rotation of pushups, crunches, pullups using the door of the cage, and running from side to side he would try to use his TELEPORT Ability. It failed every time, but he needed it to get out of this prison and that was his primary goal right now.  He was, however, able to refresh his AURA CONCEALMENT and TONGUES Abilities regularly.  LASTING DISGUISE was still out of reach.

After a while, a creature pushing a cart came down the row of cages and stopped in front of his cell. The creature was short, not quite a meter and a half tall.  It had green skin that seemed to be covered in irregular bumps of some kind and glistened with moisture.  Its eyes were far apart and set in the top of its head and its mouth was wide, as wide as its entire flattened head.  In short, it looked like a humanoid toad.

The creature gestured with a short metal rod at Duke. “Step away from the door.”

Duke, being fed up with the situation moved very slowly, taking his time.  This did not amuse the toad-creature.  A bolt of sparking blue energy arced out of the rod, striking Duke in the chest.


*** You have been struck by magical lightning and have been stunned for five seconds ***


Duke collapsed to the floor twitching and the creature opened the door to the cell with the same magical device.  A few seconds later, he zapped Duke again, and again, and again.  The creature proceeded to drop off a wooden bowl filled with some lumpy, creamy white substance and a heel of bread.  It zapped Duke a few more times before chuckling as it left and resealed the door.


***The spell “Lightning” has been absorbed.  You may now use it as an Ability. ***

Holy shit that sucked.  Totally worth it!  Hurt like hell, but I finally have an offensive ability.

Duke spent the next several hours practicing the ability.  Each casting seemed to cost him about 6 mana so he could cast it 10 times before needing to recover his mana.  While recovering his mana, he exercised.  Eventually, he attempted to eat the food that was brought to him.

He dipped the bread in the bowl and took a tentative taste.  He nearly dropped the bowl in shock.  It was absolutely delicious!  He did not understand why this prison food that looked so awful tasted so good, but he ate it with abandon.  When he was done licking the bowl clean, he realized that there was nothing supplied to drink but also that he was not thirsty at all.

Duke continued his routine until the light finally faded and he lay down on the straw to sleep.

            

    
        Chapter 8

    
    
    
    
                Duke awoke to the now familiar system messages.  Having nothing much else to do but train his Abilities, he read through his messages.


*** Congratulations!  You continue to survive but your entertainment value sitting in a cell is not all that spectacular.  You might want to get out of that cell and actually do something.

You have been busy, though.  Your Abilities continue to advance and improve:

AURA CONCEALMENT – You have improved this Ability to Untrained 5

LASTING DISGUISE – You do not have enough mana to use this ability yet but have improved it to Untrained 2 through repeated futile effort.

TONGUES – You have improved this Ability to Untrained 7 through continued use.

REGENERATION – You use this Ability more than anything else and have managed to push it up to Initiate 30.  You now Regenerate 155 Health per minute.

LIGHTNING – This is a new Ability for you, but you have used it quite frequently.  It has progressed to Novice 1.

You have also managed to improve some skills.  Ok, one skill.  You really need some more skills.  You might want to get on that.

Brawling has increased to Novice 10.  You struck some well-placed blows but just don’t have the strength, technique, or leverage yet to challenge a foe so far beyond you.

Through near constant training, your Characteristics are progressing.

Agility has increased to 13.

Strength has increased to 14.

Endurance has increased to 17.

Psyche has increased to 16, increasing your Mana gain to 16 per minute.

Continue to grow and get a bit more creative in your activity level.  It would be a shame to have to abandon you as a failed project.

***

Duke was encouraged by his progress.  He ignored the commentary as he was sure that “they” were either going to help him or abandon him regardless of what he did.  It was all at their whim.  His growth, however, was entirely in his control.  He had grown a new Ability from nothing to Novice rank in a single day.  It was an offensive Ability on top of that.  He was feeling a bit more confident than he had the day before.

He continued to train himself throughout the morning.  When the toad-creature arrived this time, it was not alone.  Ergo and Lord Quaid were there as well.  Ergo was carrying a bundle in his arms and Lord Quaid was beaming from ear to ear. 

Lord Quaid began, “Well, Duke, it seems your time has come to make an appearance in the arena.  Do well, and you will be rewarded.  Do poorly and, well, you might die.  You might just be maimed or otherwise horribly injured.  How ever it turns out, I wish you luck.  Ergo has some things for you to wear.  You have an hour to prepare yourself.”

The toad creature opened the door with the tool he was holding, waving it in Duke’s direction as a warning.  Duke, for his part, sat down on the floor of the cage, placing his back against the bars opposite the door.  He watched all three of his jailors closely, seeing how they moved and how they reacted. 

The toad-creature was fearful.  Bringing in the food, placing it on the floor, and quickly hopping out the door.  Lord Quaid watched with feigned indifference.  He was watching everything carefully despite his outward appearance.  Duke suspected that he was far more dangerous than he looked.  Ergo was the easiest to read.  The man was a warrior through and through.  It did not appear that he especially enjoyed his role as a prison guard. 

Ergo handed Duke the bundle of clothes and leaned close, whispering, “You will be fighting an orc today.  He is strong, but slow.  You will have to strike him in the joints to hurt him.  Be fast and don’t let him grapple you.”  He gave Duke the slightest nod of respect as he pulled away and was the last to exit the cell.

“One hour, Duke.  Get dressed and prepare yourself.  If you do well enough, you may even be awarded with a weapon to use in your next fight.”  Lord Quaid chuckled to himself as he walked away.

Duke opened the bundle to find out that it was leather armor wrapped up in a bedroll.  He quickly worked at putting on the armor.  At first, he was having difficulty getting it to fit but he discovered the adjustment straps and was finally able to get it to fit him well enough.  Feels good to be wearing something but without a way to clean this stuff and myself, this is going to stink really quickly.

An hour after dropping off the armor, Ergo came to get Duke.  He opened the cell with a tool similar to what the toad had used.  “Come along, Duke.  It’s time for you to fight.”

Duke headed for the now open door but was stopped short by Ergo’s raised hand.  “I know you don’t belong in here but there’s nothing I can do to help with that.  You got a bum deal but you’re ready to fight your way out.  I respect that so I’m going to help you as much as I can.  First things first, your opponent is an orc as I told you before.  He will be armed with an axe which he is not very proficient with.  He favors massive overhead chops so if you can move to the side, do so and you’ll have an easy shot at his side.  When he gets frustrated, he’s going to throw the axe at you.  Don’t try to catch it, it’s way too heavy for you.  He’ll want to grapple you.  Don’t let him.  Hit him and then move.  If you can keep it up long enough, he’ll exhaust himself.  Got it?”

Duke nodded.  “Thanks.  That’s super-helpful.  I will remember you when I get out of here.”  Duke gave Ergo a serious look. Ergo nodded in response. “Now, we had better get going before I miss my match.  I’m real eager to hit something.”

“Oh, and Duke, thanks for being smart enough not to try and get through me.  Come along and let’s go kick some orc ass.”

Duke followed Ergo between the rows of cages seeing a number of other prisoners.  Most did not acknowledge him at all.  A few glared, and one short, bearded fireplug of a man actually growled at him.  To a one, there was not a friendly face amongst them.  The journey continued into several winding stone corridors.  Eventually, the journey ended in a room lined with weapons which were all chained and locked in place.  The most notable feature was the large barred opening that gave a floor-level view of the arena.

From what Duke could see of the arena, it was a stone floor covered with a thin layer of sand, probably to absorb the blood.  There was seating raised starting four meters above the wall that enclosed the area.  He also noted that there was a remarkably similar barred room directly across the arena from the one he stood in.  He could not see any occupants as it was more than one hundred meters across the arena floor.  Surrounding the area were thousands upon thousands of seats.  Not many of the seats were filled, however.

“OK, Duke.  Remember what I told you and you might just walk out of this one.  Put on a good show and the crowd will even toss you some coins.  Don’t worry about picking them up, we have people for that and that is one area that Lord Quaid is violently strict on.  The coins you earn are yours and yours alone.  Nobody will cheat you on those.  Ever.”

“That’s an odd thing to be strict about.”

“Yes, but I’m not going to question it, and neither should you.”

Their conversation was interrupted by the wall of bars opening up in front of Duke.  “Go on.  Walk out to the center of the arena and salute the crowd.  The more they are on your side the better things will go for you.”

Duke nodded back to Ergo and proceeded to jog out into the arena pumping his fist.  They want a show, oh, I’ll give them a show. The sparse crowd cheered his enthusiastic entrance with mild applause.  He briefly considered making his entrance even more impressive but decided against it in favor of saving his new LIGHTNING Ability for the actual fight.

It wasn’t long before his opponent strode into the arena.  When Ergo had stated that he was to fight an orc, he had pictured the classic cross between a pig and human that was perpetuated in the games of the 80s.  This was instead a green-skinned giant – well over two meters tall and probably outmassed Duke by at least 30 kilos of pure muscle, likely more.  Don’t grapple with him.  Ya think?  Geez.

The orc strode out towards the center to meet Duke while hefting an enormous single-bladed axe on his shoulder.  He also was wearing chain armor of sorts.  Not chainmail, but actual chains wrapped around his arms, chest, and legs.  It must have weighed a ton, but the brute seemed to carry the burden with casual ease.

The orc strode right up to Duke, and for the second time in this world, Duke had to look up to meet his opponent’s gaze.  The orc smiled cruelly, his breath smelling like rotting meat and issued his pre-fight threat.  “I’m gonna chop yer arm off and beatcha ta death wit it.”

Duke’s stare didn’t waver. He didn’t say anything, just glared hatred and death at the orc.  After several seconds, the orc broke his gaze and stormed off to what Duke guessed was his starting position.  Duke found his position after a quick glance around.

Once they were both in position, a voice boomed over the arena. “Good day Lords, Ladies, and Citizens all.  For today’s first preliminary match, we bring back a favorite opener, Graza the Bloodletter!”  This was met by cheers from the crowd.

“And for his opponent, we bring you a newcomer, Duke the Arrogant!”  This was met by jeers from the crowd.  Duke muttered under his breath, “Fucking callsign.”

“Warriors make your selves ready!”  Graza readied his axe and Duke shifted his feet slightly to be sure he had good footing.  “Begin!”

Graza exploded in Duke’s direction, charging with his axe raised high and closing the distance at an alarming rate.  Duke was ready for it and waited for the axe to commit to a direction before moving in a dive to the side.  The axe moved downward swiftly, clipping Duke’s shoulder as he rolled out of the way.  He rolled to his feet as Graza hefted his axe again for the next blow.

Duke decided to not waste time and let loose with a LIGHTNING bolt.  The bolt arced at Graza and connected with the chains wrapped around the left leg.  There was a sound of sizzling and Graza roared in pain and anger.  He whipped his axe at Duke’s head, letting it fly from his grasp.

Duke was surprised by the move and barely moved his head out of the way of the blade, catching the handle in the side of his head.  His vision blurred and his knees began to buckle.  It took an enormous force of will to remain conscious but that is all the he managed before Graza was on him.

The orc slammed into the reeling human, blasting him from his feet and landing on top of him.  He immediately wrapped his arms around Duke and began to squeeze.  Duke’s arms were pinned and he was completely outmatched in strength, so he did the only thing he could think of, he pushed against his LIGHNING Ability with all he could muster and the Ability triggered with nearly five times the normal Mana it would take.  His entire Mana pool drained and empowered the Ability, making his head swim as he desperately clung to consciousness.

With a tremendous explosion of LIGHTNING and a deafening clap of thunder, Graza was thrown five meters into the air, falling limply to the arena floor next to Duke, his body charred and smoldering.  Duke struggled to lever himself to his feet agonizingly slowly and shakily stared down at his opponent.  From the still sparking chains and nasty burns all over his body, it was clear that Graza was not getting up anytime soon, if ever again.

It took a moment for Duke’s ears to heal enough to hear the roar of the crowd, but it was much louder than it had been earlier.  He even managed to catch the announcement of his victory and the sound of coins falling to the floor of the arena.  He stood there for a long moment as his REGENERATION closed his wounds and repaired his battered body.  He nearly leapt when a large hand grasped his shoulder.  He turned, fist raised ready to fight with the last of his strength.

“Easy there, Duke.  The fight’s over.”  It was Ergo.  Duke lowered his fist as he saw the giant smiling at him.  “Come with me, we have much to discuss.”  Duke, numbly followed as the cheers of the crowd died down at his back. Ergo led him through another reinforced door that Duke had not noticed on his way into the arena.  Once the door was closed behind them, the silence of the room shocked Duke into full wakefulness.

The room was very different from everything Duke had seen in the arena so far.  The floor was covered with an intricately woven, thick carpet, the walls similarly decorated with fine tapestries and paintings depicting scenes of arena combat.  There were a trio of chairs in the center of the room, once clearly built for the Ergo’s bulk while the next was sized for a more normal human and the last sized for a child.  Ergo gestured to the human-sized chair as he sat in his own.

Duke warily sat in the proffered chair. “This is a bit different from what I expected.  What’s the deal with the change in scenery?”

Ergo smiled.  It was intended to be a friendly smile, but there was nothing friendly about the chiseled features of his face.  “You performed far better than any of us expected.  Honestly, I feared Graza was going to cut you in half with the first blow.  He is, well, was deceptively fast and immensely strong.  You should not have fought him in your first match, especially unarmed.  I could not stop the matchup.  My authority over new fighters is severely limited but now that you have proven yourself, I can truly intervene.”

“Intervene?  I am hearing a whole lot of words but not much explanation.”

“I’m getting there.  Even at this point, there’s only so much I can say.  But I can tell you this.  The audience for your fight was small as most preliminary fights are, especially with a newcomer.  That said, there were a number of very important people watching that rather liked what they saw.  I have been instructed.  No not instructed.” Ergo paused, fishing for the right words.  “I have been permitted to bring you into my stable of fighters.  That means that things are about to get both easier and harder for you.”

Duke began to get up to walk out on this nonsense.  With a thought, he triggered his TELEPORTATION Ability and…went nowhere.  It was still not working.  The headache that followed was enough reminder to not try that again.

Ergo started back up again, not acknowledging Duke’s movement.  “As one of my fighters, you will be trained to hone your abilities.  I will make sure that by the time you are done training, you will never be overmatched in the arena again.  You have potential.  Perhaps more than I have even seen so far, and I will mold that potential into a true gladiator.  You will sleep in a bed, have meals fit for a warrior, and will be properly clothed.  All I ask is that you train as hard as you fought in the arena.   That match may have been brutally short, but you gave it every bit of your will and body.  That! That is what will make you a fighter like none have seen in decades.  I can teach fighting.  I can make anyone stronger, but no one can teach the will to fight beyond one’s abilities.  You have that ability already.  I can make you a weapon that cannot be turned aside!”  Ergo’s enthusiasm was rising with his voice to where he was nearly shouting at the end.

Duke was a bit overwhelmed by the enthusiasm but managed to interject a question.  “That sounds great.  It really does, but what do I get out of all this?  I could just slog my way through the next year and get out of here on my own.”

Ergo frowned.  “You are new here.  I don’t know where you came from, and I really don’t care either.  But there are a few things you need to know about this place.  First, there are factions that run it.  I belong to one, Graza belonged to another.  They are enraged that they lost their top prospect for the preliminary fights, and they will be coming for your head.  If you think he was a challenge, you have no idea what, or more to the point, who they can pit you against.  Without the protection of my faction, you won’t last the week.  I don’t care how quickly you heal, they will kill you, publicly, and mercilessly.  With you in my faction, I can arrange fights that won’t pit you against them or their friends until you are ready.  I told you that you were given a bum deal at the outset.  This is your chance to change that and claw your way out of this pit you find yourself in.”

Duke could easily see the situation laid out before him.  Once again, he was trapped by circumstance.  Until his TELEPORTATION Ability kicked back in, this likely was his best option.  After all, he could train for a week before Baslin portalled him back out of here.  He figured that it was better than going back to the cell.

“You make an excellent point, Ergo.  I’m happy to be on board.  How do we get started?”

“We just did.  Your words of acceptance just completed the transaction.  Welcome to Team Leviathan.”  Ergo rose from his chair, offering Duke his hand which Duke took to shake.  Ergo’s grip was like unyielding stone but only firm enough to be strong, not overpowering as it engulfed Duke’s hand.

Wham! Wham!  Wham!  Three consecutive blows shook the room.  Several tapestries and paintings fell from the walls, revealing another door that was now splintering.  Both Duke and Ergo stood, turning to the splintering door.  Ergo moved faster than Duke could have believed.  Before Duke had taken a single step in the door’s direction, Ergo had thrown it open.  Standing in the doorway was a pair of enormous dark grey feet sticking out from the hem of a black and gold robe.  The robe continued upwards outside of Duke’s viewing angle.  Whoever those feet belonged to, they were ridiculously tall.

A grey fist the size of Duke’s torso appeared swinging down into the doorframe and Ergo caught it effortlessly with his left hand.  “That will be quite enough, Agreal.  You can’t come barging into my ready room, and you know it.  Stand down or there WILL be a problem.”

“He belongs in Rune!  You know it.  I know it.  Everyone knows it!”  The shouting emphasized by a massive finger pointing aggressively at Ergo.

“He IS Leviathan!  What has been done will not be undone.  He is mine to train and you owe me a new door.  The words have been spoken and the recruitment is done.  Now be on your way.”

Just like that, the giant feet turned and stomped away, Duke finally able to see that the being in the robe was truly a giant, well over four meters tall by his guess.  Duke didn’t know what to say at the whole exchange.  Luckily, Ergo did.  “Sorry about that.  Rune thinks that everyone who uses any form of magic needs to be in their faction.  They are obsessive about it and seem to have taken our arrangement personally.  They will likely try to steal you away from Leviathan.”

“Now, why would you tell me that since we just started together?”  Duke inquired.

“Quite simply because they only see magic as the path to victory.  They would focus purely on your magic and let everything else atrophy.  They are not a good fit for you and I am certain you will see over time that Leviathan was always the best choice for you.”

“And they called me arrogant…”

“I’m not arrogant.  I’m right.”  Ergo stated so plainly that there was no room for argument.  Now, let’s get to the training center where you will be living between your fights.  It is worlds better than that dismal cell you have been calling home.”

            

    
        Chapter 9

    
    
    
    
                The training center was something entirely different than anything Duke had seen so far in this world. It was a massive hexagon that was situated just outside of the arena. Apparently, there were three other similar hexagons for the other three major factions. On the way over, Duke had learned that there were four major factions and countless minor ones that participated in the arena’s fights. He had joined Leviathan but there were Rune, Stone, and Zephyr among the major factions. Each faction had its own theme and focus.

Leviathan, he had learned, was focused on flexibility in fighting and excelled at team-fighting. Rune was focused purely on spellcasters, and Stone was focused on purely physical fighters. The last of the major factions was Zephyr and they were focused on speed and agility. All of the factions had their individual strengths and weaknesses, and they all were convinced that their approach was the best. For his part, Duke was starting to get an “I saw this movie already” feeling. Escape was becoming even more of an urgent priority.

Ergo led Duke through the entrance which was decorated with all manner of accolades and awards. Apparently, Leviathan was at least somewhat successful in the arena. Beyond the grand award entrance there was a sizable room that had a reception desk with several corridors leading away behind. The person at the desk was like no one Duke had ever seen in his life. It was seated behind a counter so he couldn’t properly gauge how tall it was, but what he could see was that it had an oversized grey head with a pair of enormous, glossy, pupilless black eyes and slits for a nose. It had long, spindly arms that seemed far too long for what he could see of the body behind the counter.

It spoke up as they approached with a decided buzzing in its voice. Duke was not sure if his ability was kicking-in or whether it was speaking a language he could understand. Regardless, he heard it, “Welcome back, Ergo. It seems that you have found another stray. What is the story on this one? I heard that there was some sort of commotion in the arena today, but the details have not made it to me yet. Was this one involved?”

Ergo nodded gravely. “This one is called Duke. He fought his first fight in the arena today…against Graza.”

The creature behind the counter gasped. “Graza? Truly? How is this Duke still standing, let alone walking in here? Was it a declared submission match?”

“No, nothing so simple. It was a set-up. There were no instructions other than to fight. Garza did his best to chop Duke in half with his very first blow.”

Duke decided to interrupt. “It didn’t work out so well for Graza.”

The creature turned to regard Duke with confusion. “You understand me?”

Duke smiled, “I’m smarter than I look.”

“And stronger, it seems.” It added.

Ergo was beaming at this point. “Stone is now short one prodigy on their roster.”

The creature stopped all movement and slowly turned to regard Duke with a truly intense stare. It felt like something was burrowing into his brain. He winced in pain, grasping his temples as the pain ramped up. Just as it approached unbearable, he felt something pop in his head and the pain vanished to be replaced by a system message.

***Innate Ability triggered. MENTAL RESISTANCE has activated to prevent an uninvited mind probe. ***

The creature gasped again, shaking its head rapidly from side to side. “This Duke of yours is trouble. He resisted my probe and I have received some significant feedback. And he has made enemies with both Stone and whomever put him in that position in the first place. He will only bring us trouble. Why would you bring him to us?”

“He brought me here because I have the potential to be the best fighter this arena has ever seen. I already killed my would-be assassin and walked away from the fight. Give me a little while to hone my abilities and I’ll be able to take on anyone.”

Ergo laughed. “Oh, you see why I like this kid so much? He’s absolutely arrogant. He even tried to take me down with a punch to the jaw. Can you believe that?”

It responded, “You are not making a good case for him to join us.”

“Hey, if you don’t want me, fine. Rune will pick me up in a heartbeat.” Duke surmised that the factions competed heavily for fighters of quality. Pitting another faction’s name against their own seemed like a good way to tip their hand in his favor if that was the case. He decided it was worth the gamble.

Ergo nodded. “Agreal himself came looking for Duke after his fight. He was not pleased that I had already committed Duke to Leviathan.”

“Why would Rune be interested in him?”

“Because he blasted Garza to death with the biggest lightning bolt I’ve ever seen in the arena.”

Duke smiled at this depiction. He had no idea how big the blast was – primarily because it blinded and deafened him at the same time.

“A spellcaster? Well, that explains a few things. Are you sure, Ergo?”

“I am. Duke will be an asset, especially in Team SNE.”

“Really? Very well, welcome to Levithan, Duke. Here, wear this. It will serve as your identification within the faction and will show others that you are under our protection. There are very few that would violate that protection, especially after the King’s latest edict.” One of the too-long grey arms stretched out and placed a ring in Duke’s hand.

Duke took the ring trying not to shudder at the cold touch of the alien-looking creature. He placed it on his right ring finger and felt a pulse of magic pass through his body.

***YOU HAVE GAINED A NEW SPELL EFFECT

You have been successfully targeted by the spell “Mage’s Mark.” You can now be identified by this mark, even if you remove or destroy the ring that marked you. ***

Permanently marked? Oh, that could be a problem. A big problem. Why do I feel like cattle?

Ergo nudged Duke. “Come on, let’s get you settled in. I’ve chosen a room on the second floor for you. You’ll have the rest of the day to explore but expect tomorrow to be the beginning of your training.” He grinned evilly at Duke’s suppressed shudder and led the way.

Duke’s room turned out to actually be a small apartment. He had a bedroom, a small library or study, a bathroom, and even a small kitchen. Everything looked a bit odd, but the function of things seemed fairly obvious. “You are in room 23. Get settled in. You can wander around outside your room, but you are not permitted to leave the faction area at this time. Remember that you are still a sentenced criminal and leaving without permission would be bad. Get plenty of sleep. Tomorrow is going to be…difficult.”

With that, Ergo left and Duke was on his own to figure things out. His first instinct was to immediately head out and explore the faction area, but he also knew that he had taxed himself to, and perhaps beyond, his limits today. Rest was needed and he would have plenty of time for exploration later. He decided to lay down for a short nap. It turned out to be a bit more than a nap. He slept until his system prompts woke him up early in the morning.


***Well, well, well. THAT was entertaining. You were asked to entertain us, and you delivered, and how. Prepare to be rewarded for it!

You killed Garza in arena combat in front of a crowd of hundreds. You also did so in a spectacular fashion. Experience rewards doubled! You gain 1,400 experience points. You have enough experience to reach level 2.

LEVEL UP! You gain 6 Characteristic Points. Each Characteristic has been increased by one because we felt like spending the points for you. Your Maximum Health is now 138. Your Maximum Mana is now 138. Your Mana gain is now 34 per minute.

You had a busy day Ability-wise.

AURA CONCEALMENT – You continue to use this Ability near continuously. You gain 2 levels to Untrained 7.

TONGUES – You have kept this Ability active and used it to successfully engage in conversation. You gain 2 levels to Untrained 9.

REGENERATION – Oh boy did you use this one. You knew that you were down to your last Health point, right? You gain 5 levels, bringing you up to Initiate 35.

LIGHTNING – You used this spectacularly. You gain 10 levels. Don’t expect to ever see a gain like this again but that was so fun to watch. You now have this Ability at Novice 11.

OVERCHANNEL – You unlocked this Ability. It will take some experimentation to see how you can more effectively use this Ability. You have gained it at Novice 5.

MENTAL RESISTANCE– You also unlocked this Ability and have it at Novice 1.


You also have absorbed the spell “Mages Mark”. You now have this an Ability at Untrained 1. Sure hope it doesn’t mess everything up for you.

You also improved your Skills some.

Brawling – Well, you thought about using this one but got tackled instead. It increased to Novice 11.

Dodge – You really needed this one and it saved your bacon. You gain Dodge at Untrained 2.

You have done well. We eagerly await to see what you will do next!

***

At least that was a positive message. Guess I just need to nearly die to get the carrot.

Duke levered himself out the oh-so-comfortable bed. It took quite the effort, but he managed it through his extraordinary willpower. The first thing he noticed this morning was how refreshed he felt, as if he were completely restored whereas he knew that he hadn’t gotten a full night’s sleep in a while. The second thing he noticed was that there was a set of clothes draped over the chair next to his desk. He didn’t think they were there when he went to sleep but he might have just been too tired to notice.

Rather than just throw them on, he walked over to his bathroom and went to take a shower. Stripping naked, he stepped into the shower and was instantly confused. There were no knobs to turn, only a single lever large to pull. Bracing himself for what he expected would be a dousing of shockingly cold water, he was doubly surprised when he was instead greeted with a flash of light and a system message.

***YOU HAVE GAINED A NEW SPELL EFFECT

You have been successfully targeted by the spell “Cleansing.” Your body has been cleaned and will emit a cleansing aura for the next hour. ***

Duke contemplated his situation as he dressed in the loose-fitting shirt and pants that had been left for him. Even the boots fit his feet well. The leather they were made from was soft on his feet, but the outer shell was as hard as a steel-toed work boot. He nodded in admiration.

Oh, now if ever there is a spell to absorb, it’s that Cleansing one. Duke’s day was getting better and better. He began to smile and immediately stopped himself. I’m here to see how horrible this nation and this king is but it seems a bit mixed and I’m not going to see a whole lot of things from inside the faction area. I have to get out of here and do some investigating on my own. Or I could stay here and get some magic and combat training. That seems like something I’ll need in this world. It’s not like I can just fire up a jet and fight my battles that way, right? Do I really owe that Baslin guy anything? I could just stay. After all, it was his crap portal that screwed up my TELEPORTATION. Damn, someone give me an easy decision already.

He inspected himself in the mirror and noticed that his beard was starting to grow in, passing right through the scruffy stage. Maybe I can use that disguise spell to hide the beard. Oh shit! My passives! Duke immediately went through his suite of Abilities and activated TONGUES and refreshed AURA CONCEALMENT. Huh. I must have not slept as long as I thought since that Ability was still active.

His musings were interrupted by a heavy knock at the door. Duke strode over and opened the door to find Ergo waiting for him. “Good, you’re awake and ready. Good choice. I really didn’t want to have to get you up by tossing you across your apartment.”

“Those are my two options, eh?”

“Something like that. I am the head trainer for Leviathan and I have standards to keep. That’s no quip. If you step out of line, I WILL make sure you don’t do it twice. Do what you’re supposed to do, and we will all get along great. The rules are not onerous, but they are enforced. The first one you should already know – no leaving the faction area without permission and likely an escort. That is as much for your safety as it is for the good of the faction. We don’t need you out and about, getting into trouble that the rest of us have to fix. There’s enough tension between the factions as it is.”

As they walked, the layout of the building became more clear to Duke. The building was arranged in hexagonal rings that spanned multiple levels. At each corner, there was a set of stairs going up and down in a spiral. Duke was a bit surprised as he thought they were on the ground floor. When he remarked upon it, Ergo concisely responded with “Basement.”

After a full circuit of the outside ring, Ergo led Duke to a door simply marked “Hand to Hand”. Ergo slapped Duke on the back, “Here is your home for today.” He opened the door for Duke. Duke proceeded in and stumbled as Ergo gave him a firm shove, slamming the door behind him. Duke barely caught his balance before he came face to face with a freaking demon.

The demon stood about 1.6 meters tall and was barely dressed in black leather which accented his red skin rather well. He had small white horns that reddened towards their tips. His face had an otherworldly beauty right down to his goatee. His eyes had red pupils that seemed bright enough to glow in the dark. He stared Duke dead in the eyes and asked, “Who are you and why are you in my hall?”

            

    
        Chapter 10

    
    
    
    
                “I’m Duke and I’m here because Ergo shoved me through the door.  Presumably, for some training.”

“A fair enough answer.  I am Jablach and I teach all of you idiots how to fight.  I don’t care if you’re a Duke or a King, you’re all equally useless in a fight.”  He smiled, showing off his too-sharp teeth.  “Now come with me over to the practice arena.  We’ll fight a little to see what you can do and what I have to work with.  Do not hold back.  Use everything you have.  Do you understand?”

“You want me to try and kill you.  No holds barred.”

“Clever way to put it.  Ho holds barred.  Hmm.  Yes, no holds barred.  Try and kill me.”

He stepped onto the arena floor.  It was much smaller than the true arena, perhaps ten meters across and there was only one set of stands, but it did look similar.  Duke followed him and took a ready stance.  Jablach nodded at Duke to indicate that he was to begin.  And so, Duke did.

Duke launched himself at the demon with every striking pattern and physical attack he could think of.  Punches, kicks, elbows, knees.  He threw everything he had at the demon.  The demon slipped every attack, not even bothering to strike back.  Duke never laid a hand on him.

Jabalch stood back from Duke’s panting form.  “So, you have no magic whatsoever?  If that is how you would try to kill even a menial foe, I find it perplexing why you are even here.  Is that your best?”

Duke shook his head.  “I do have a touch of magic I can throw at you but the last foe I used it on is rather quite dead.”

“Do not be concerned with my survival, I assure you that I will be just fine.”

Duke shrugged, “You asked for it.”  He launched a lightning bolt at the demon.  It arced and struck right at his chest.  The demon smiled in response.  “That killed your opponent?  What were you fighting, a housefly?”

Duke shook his head and approached Jablach.  The demon only watched him come with a look of patience.  When Duke was in arm’s reach, he looked the demon dead in the eyes.  “Are you sure you want this?”

The demon smiled broadly.  “Oh yes, human.  Truly give me your best shot.  Everything you have.”

Duke gritted his teeth and gathered all his mana like he had done in the arena, activating his OVERCHANNEL Ability.  He felt the power well up from deep inside of himself and build to an angry, sharp pain behind his eyes.  He channeled his Mana until he couldn’t take the pain anymore and released it in a single LIGHTNING-charged punch.

Once again, Duke was blinded and deafened by the explosion of energy, falling to a knee as his head swam from dizziness and disorientation.  His REGENERATION went to work immediately, healing his eyes and ears in a few seconds.  At the same time, his head started to clear as his Mana also started to rebuild.

As his eyes cleared and came back into focus, he saw the demon standing four meters away.  He had an enormous scorch mark dead center in his chest, but he was still standing there, grinning from ear to ear.

“Oh, Duke, that was spectacular!  I can work with that for sure.  The rest too, I suppose, but that is a flashy and powerful finisher.  What are your limiting parameters?”

Duke just stared back in stunned silence.  That had absolutely killed his opponent in the arena, practically burning a hole clean through and Duke was sure that, if the strike had been more concentrated like the punch he had just delivered, it would have bored clean through.

“Limiting parameters?”  was all Duke could process at that moment.

Jablach helped Duke to his feet as he explained.  “Yes, limiting factors.  How often can you do that?  Can you make it smaller?  Does it always leave you in such a vulnerable state?  Anything you can tell me so I can show you how to improve it.  What you have is good, but if you don’t finish your foe with it, you seem to be finished yourself.”

Duke was starting to get his mana back and his own injuries were all healed so he was feeling himself again.  “I’ve only done it twice, and each time, I poured everything into it.  So, that said, I really don’t know all that much about the Ability other than it lets me pour all my mana into a single attack.”

“You can’t put in less, say half?”

“Haven’t tried.”

“Well?”  Jablash’s flat stare was the perfect catalyst for Duke to get into experimental mode.

Together, they spent the next three hours working the OVERCHANNEL Ability to discern its parameters.  Duke learned more than he had imagined he would.  By the end he knew a few things for sure and was fairly certain of others.

For example, Duke now knew that the Ability seemed to work in factors of other Ability’s base cost.  So, a regular LIGHTNING bolt that cost 10 mana could be OVERCHANNELED in increments of 10 mana up to and including all of his Mana.  If he tried it for less than double the normal Ability cost, it failed.  He also was fairly certain he could use it with any of his other Abilities that used Mana.  The results were wildly variant but most clear with the LIGHTNING Ability.  If he used OVERCHANNEL at its maximum with LIGHTNING, he increased the damage of the bolt to over 300 times its regular damage output.

Of course, using his entire mana pool like that would leave him nearly helpless from the Mana fatigue headache that accompanied that situation.  It seemed that as long as he kept at least 10 Mana in his pool, the strain was bearable.  Any less than that and the pain spiked up.  He had experienced it before with using his TELEPORTATION Ability nearly continually. But, adding in OVERCHANNEL seemed to tax him even more strenuously.  And, of course, TELEPORTATION still wasn’t working.

Duke was starting to grow concerned that TELEPORTATION would be gone forever if it didn’t return soon.  The messages he kept receiving didn’t say anything like that, but he was growing increasingly concerned.  He really wanted that Ability back.

For the next several hours, Jablach worked with Duke on his actual fighting style.  Duke was a fairly quick study and progressed from “Where did you learn how to fight?  In a bar?” to “At least that didn’t completely suck.” 

The most intensive learning came when the two sparred.  Jablach outmatched Duke in hand-to-hand combat that Duke couldn’t even figure out how much the demon was holding back but he felt like a child squaring off against an MMA champion.  But it was from these bouts that Duke could see what worked and what failed.  He was able to put ideas into motion and see the results directly.

After most of the day spent in the arena, Duke was thoroughly drained and exhausted.  His body was still raring to go thanks to his REGENERATION, but his mind was worn thin from the stress of learning and experimenting.  Still, he refused to give in and stop.  The demon seemed willing to go the entire day and then keep going, so Duke stubbornly matched him.

The sparring and training came to an end when Ergo came to collect Duke.  “You two have been at it for much longer than expected.  I was expecting an introduction and a few demonstrations not…this” He spoke, gesturing at all of the damaged equipment scattered around the area.  “Did you even stop for a meal?”

Jablach looked quizzically at Ergo.  “I ate three days ago.  Why would I need to stop for a meal?”

Ergo shouted back, surprising Duke and Jablach both. “You are training an unevolved, Tier one human!  It never occurred to you that he would need to eat, to even take a break?”

Jablach snapped his head back to Duke.  “Tier one?  Truly?”

Duke had no idea what they were talking about but when he quickly pulled up his character sheet, he saw the Tier 1 right next to his Level 2.  He responded carefully.  “Yes, I am a Tier 1 human.”

Jablach seemed confused.  “How did you manage to last so long with me with you being only a Tier one?  That should just not be possible.  I thought you were Tier two or maybe even three.”

Ergo responded.  “That is one of the reasons I recruited him.  His capabilities seem to far exceed what they should.  If he can do this at Tier one, just picture what he could do as a Tier Five.  He might be able to – “

Jablach interrupted aggressively, “DO NOT say that.  Those words are not to be spoken aloud.  You know better.”

Ergo snapped his mouth shut with a look of chagrin and nodded back to Jabalch.  “Yes, you are quite correct.  But imagine it.”

Duke decided he had enough of being talked around.  “Either one of you want to fill me in on what all this Tier stuff means? And why you two are freaking out over it?”

Ergo started out slowly and calmly, as if speaking to a frightened child.  “Duke, you are a Tier one human.  Everyone, well, almost everyone.” Ergo glared at Jablach pointedly.  “Virtually everyone starts off as Tier one.  As we gain experience and level, we grow stronger.  When someone reaches level fifty, they get the opportunity to move to Tier two.  It’s like a reset, but keeping all your previous Characteristics, Abilities, Spells, Skills, and other stuff.  You return to level 1 and gain experience again as a level one with significant added benefits.”

Jablach joined in.  “So, you see, there’s no way that as a Tier one, you should have been able to keep up with me for any length of time.  You should have collapsed from exhaustion and strain hours ago.  What are your Characteristic scores?”  Curiosity swelled in Jablach’s voice as he asked.

Duke hesitated for a moment before sharing his Characteristic screen with the two of them. 

“A Tier one, Level 2 with 92 Characteristic points?  My god!  What is your class, boy?”  Jablach exclaimed.

Duke really paused, not sure how to answer this question.  He did not want to share any more of his secrets.  Thankfully, he was unwittingly rescued by Ergo.  For a moment.

“Forget the class.  How on Teldin have you grown up not knowing any of this?”

The questions were getting harder to answer without revealing things he really didn’t want to talk about.  He quickly came up with a response that he hoped would work.  “My parents sheltered me from the whole of Teldin.  I grew up knowing nothing about how this world works.  I only started to piece it together when I came to this city.  And you see how well that has worked out for me.”

“What, robbed, beaten, convicted of vagrancy, sentenced to a term in the arena entertaining the elites of the kingdom?”  Ergo responded coldly.

“Yes, exactly that.  Plus having no real clue what I’m doing with any of my Abilities or how to properly fight.”

“ANY of your abilities?” Jablach asked, his black eyebrows raised and his red pupils flashing in interest.  “Just how many Abilities do you have?  You know that you only get one per tier normally, so this will be enlightening.”

Duke paused, realizing that he had just revealed more than he wanted to…again.  He really needed to learn when to keep his mouth shut.  “I, um, have three Abilities.  REGENRATION, LIGHTNING, and OVERCHANNEL.”  Duke decided to lie with what they had already seen.

“Three Abilities?  That’s Tier two, at least.  You really are an enigma, my pale student.”  Jablach shook his head slowly while holding a wry grin that displayed his overly large canines. 

Duke wasn’t sure if the display was on purpose or intended as an intimidation tactic.  Duke didn’t care either way.  His frustration at his situation was mounting and the gnawing growl in his stomach that reminded him that he had skipped breakfast AND lunch was not helping his mood.  He could feel himself getting hangry.

“Can we discuss this over food?  I’m starving to death here.”  Duke looked to both Ergo and Jablach to gauge their responses.

Their responses were simultaneous looks for chagrin.  Ergo looked at Jablach while Jablach looked at Ergo.  “You gotta feed your fighters!”  They both shouted at each other in unison, as if it was some sort of inside joke or credo that, once again, Duke was completely out-of-the-loop on.

“You should have fed him before bringing him to me.” Jablach growled.

“He’s been with you for the entire day, you should have at lease gotten lunch for him.” Ergo countered.

“I don’t care who didn’t get me breakfast or lunch, but will one of you get me dinner?  I find it insane that I was actually fed better sitting in that damned cage.”

“Oh, that’s low.” Ergo responded.

“Unfortunately, true though it seems.” Jablach added.

“Well, enough of that.  Come with me.  Let’s get you fed, Duke.”  Ergo turned to leave, reaching for the door.

Duke turned to Jablach and offered a “This is how Hollywood depicts it” martial bow.  He tried to hide his smirk as he addressed Jablach, “Until tomorrow, then teacher.”  He then turned on his heel and followed Ergo out the door.

Dinner was served in a dining hall that reminded Duke of every school cafeteria he had ever been in.  The tables and chairs were made of thick wood and looked quite sturdy.  It looked to him that you could comfortably seat up to 8 individuals at each of the ten tables.  Right now, there were only three other unlikely individuals sitting at table together.  They all looked up as he came in with curiosity, but none made a move to get up.  They did, however, offer nods of greeting to Ergo.

“This is the dining hall.  Meals are served here at specific times, but you can always find something to eat here regardless of the time.  You can take as much food as you like, but you will eat everything you take.  Going back for more is expected for our fighters so don’t be shy.  You’ll burn off any food you eat, and it takes a lot of fuel to build and maintain a proper build.”  Ergo flexed his arm to demonstrate his idea of a proper build.

“Just go over to the counter, take a tray, and load up with whatever you like.”  Ergo pointed Duke in the direction of the counter and Duke’s stomach led the way, homing in on some delicious smells.

Duke quickly grabbed a tray and a plate off their respective stacks and stepped up to the counter.  He proceeded to fill his plate with all he could fit on it.  Meats, vegetables, some sort of starchy-looking root vegetable all found a place on his plate.  Then he went back for more meat – you can never have too much meat.

All loaded up, he found a seat at a table by himself, Ergo having disappeared while Duke loaded up his plate.  It didn’t take long for him to learn that the food tasted even better than it smelled.  He devoured everything on his plate and even went back for more.  He had no idea how he was able to eat so much but he didn’t really care.  It all tasted so good, and he was ravenous.

As he looked up from his third plate, he noticed that he was no longer alone at his table.  The three individuals that had been sitting had come over and were standing on the other side of the table.  Now that they were closer, Duke got a much better look at them. 

The first was a short, thin man with midnight dark hair and eyes to match.  His pointed ears screamed “fantasy elf” to Duke but he wasn’t about to make such an assumption about this bone-pale individual. 

If the first was short, the second was shorter, barely able to see over the table.  She stood further back as if to give the other two space to act.  Her short flame-red hair was quite the accent to her dark skin.

The third, and largest by a significant margin, was a man that stood a full two meters tall and was built like a powerlifter.  His muscles were tremendous, if not fully defined.  He smiled as Duke assessed him.

The “elf” spoke first.  “You didn’t come join us for dinner.  You too good for us?”

Duke forcibly did not roll his eyes.  Oh great, here comes the harass the new guy routine.  Duke opened his mouth to respond but was cut off by the tiny girl.

“Oh, shut up, Lester.  Why do you have to be such a dick?”  She gave Lester a pointed stare and Duke saw him visibly back down from her.  “Now, hello stranger.  My name is Lasandra.  And as you likely have already guessed, the pointy-eared asshole to my left is Lester.  This mountain of muscle is Lysander.”

Duke stood up.  “Duke.  Nice to meet you all.”

Lasandra slapped Lester in the back of the head.  “He’s a Duke, you moron.  He actually IS too good to sit with you.”  She turned back to Duke.  “My apologies, your grace, for our ignorance.”

Duke held up a hand, trying not to wince at his name causing trouble again.  “I am not a Duke.  My name is Duke.  Yes, I know it’s confusing and trust me, it’s more of a pain in the ass on my end.  Everyone is always making that assumption.  Screws everything up.”

Lysander laughed, slapping his hand down on the table.  His voice reverberated around the room like a standing stone struck with an enormous hammer, lending an otherworldly depth to his words.  “You were right, Lasandra.  This one is fun.  I like him.  Do you think he’s our fourth?”

Lester looked Duke up and down, nodding.  “Look at all the tears in his uniform.  He’s been with Jablach all day.  I’d wager much on that.”

Duke nodded at Lester.  “And you’d win that wager.  I’ve been training with Jablach all day long.  What’s this about a ‘fourth’?”

Lasandra responded, “For the arena.  Individual fights are all well and good, but the real top-billed fights are the team fights.  Teams of four fight it out in the arena.  They are not supposed to be to the death, but we lost our fourth to a bizarre accident.  Ergo’s been looking for a replacement ever since.  Our guess is that he dropped you off here so we could all meet.”

Duke chuckled.  “I don’t know about being your fourth just yet.  I can’t fight for shit.”

“Bullshit!  A voice shouted from the doorway.”  They all turned to see Ergo standing there, arms folded.  “Duke here was tossed into the arena on his second day here to fight Graza.”

The group reacted to the name with some reverence.  Apparently Graza had a reputation.

Ergo continued. “He was sent in completely unarmed, in an unrestricted match.”

Gasps and quick looks spread around the three.  Ergo took the pause to walk up to the four.

“And he outright killed the fucker!”

“By the Seven.”

“Killed him?”

“Unarmed?”

Duke stood a bit dumbfounded, not sure what to say.  Finally, he shrugged.  “I got lucky.  Dude should have chopped me in half.”

Ergo smiled at the group and gave a very pointed look at Lester.  “I’m glad you all met, and no one got utterly stupid.  My plan is for the four of you to take the field together at the end of the week.  It will likely be against a team from Stone or Zephyr.  The details are being worked out, but the most important thing is that you four be ready to fight as a team.”

Lasandra sat down at the table and gestured for everyone to join her, which they all did, even Ergo.  “OK, Duke, I am the team’s healer.  I can swing a staff if needed, but healing is my primary thing.”

Lysander spoke next, “I am our front line.  Not much can hurt me so I’m happy to take two hits to deliver one.  I love to see the look in their eyes when they realize I just took their best shot and am still standing there.”

Lester followed.  “I am our speedster.  I get behind our foes’ front-line fighters and take out their healers and casters before they know what hit them.”

Duke responded.  “Guess it’s my turn.  I’m not entirely sure what I’m good at in a group fight.  I can take some pretty big hits if they don’t kill me outright, I’ll heal up from them.  But, I guess, the most effective thing I have right now is my LIGHTNING.  It’s what I killed Graza with.  Mind you, I had to drain myself almost completely to take him out, so don’t count on me to zap all our opponents in one shot.”

Lester smiled, excitement coming to his eyes.  “Can you really take a big hit like a sword through your gut and keep going?  If so, you could be the perfect speed-trap.  They think they can take out our spellcaster but find out that you’re a whole lot more durable than they bargained for.  Could take one of theirs out while I disrupt their casters.”

Ergo nodded.  “Yes, that’s exactly what I was thinking.  We will have to test just how durable you are though, Duke so be prepared for a painful next few days.”

Duke groaned, shrugged, and resigned himself to the pain.  “Yeah, I kinda asked for that, didn’t I?”

Lysander reached over the table and patted Duke on the shoulder.  His hand was like granite, cold and solid.  “You sure did but don’t worry, I’ll step in if it gets to be too much for you.”

Ergo stood up.  “OK, everyone, Duke’s had a long day.  He fought Jablach all day without even taking a break for lunch.  Let’s let the man get some sleep and I suggest you all do as well.  Training starts early tomorrow morning.”

With that, they all got up, said their goodbyes, and filtered off to their own rooms.  Upon arriving, Duke took another heavenly “shower” and then collapsed into bed, rapidly falling into the sleep of the truly exhausted.

            

    
        Chapter 11

    
    
    
    
                Duke awoke with his usual slew of messages.

***Have you made friends?  No, not really.  People forced to fight at your side don’t really count as friends, do they?  Perhaps they will come to like you.  Perhaps not.  We shall see.  Regardless, you were quite active today so you will be rewarded accordingly.

You spent the day fighting someone way beyond your ability, pushing some of your Skills and Abilities to their limits.

Here are your Ability gains:

AURA CONCEALMENT increases to Novice 1

TONGUES increases to Novice 2

REGENERATION increases to Initiate 39

LIGHTNING increases to Novice 15

OVERCHANNEL increases to Novice 8

Two Skills also show significant gains:

Brawling has increased to Novice 15

Dodge has increased to Untrained 8


Keep up with your training.  We are eager to see your fight at the end of the week!  Will you outperform your team?  Will you take all your opponents down?  Will you get your teeth kicked in?  So many exciting possibilities!

***

Duke was quick to get ready, set his AURA CONCEALMENT and TONGUES Abilities and headed out for some breakfast.  He was well-rested and felt ready for the day of training.

Arriving in the dining hall, he found the rest of his team and dozens of other fighters already eating.  There was quite a mix of races, but the majority appeared to be human or at least had significant human heritage in their makeup.  Duke took great pains to focus on getting his food and heading over to his team’s table without engaging any of the other fighters.

That, however, did not preclude them from staring at him as he strode across the dining hall.  His heart started pounding and his breathing came in short breaths.  He could feel so many sets of eyes bearing down on him that it triggered his MENTAL RESISTANCE Ability.  Relief instantly washed over him, and he realized how tense his muscles were.  Be smooth.  Don’t let them see you sweat.  Duke slowed his breathing and stiffened his spine.  With a deliberately slow and relaxed gait, he got a tray and loaded it up with food. 

The walk to his table seemed to take an hour as he concentrated exclusively on keeping his movements careful and smooth.  The entire time, he was focused on keeping his expression neutral and taking his time, not rushing any movements.  He fully expected to be accosted on the way to his table, but he managed to take his seat without incident.

“You took your sweet time getting over to the table.  Expecting trouble?” Lasandra smirked at him as he settled down to eat.

“First day with a full audience in the chow hall?  Yeah, I was expecting trouble.”

Lysander gestured with his eyes to an adjacent table.  “Nobody is going to start anything with Axis here.”

“Axis?”  Duke asked, looking at the utterly average looking human sitting alone at the next table.

“Yes, can I help you, recruit?”  The voice was as average as the man speaking.  The rest of the table went still.  Duke instantly noticed that the rest of the dining hall had also gone eerily silent, all sounds of motion and eating ceased as the man smoothly rose from his chair and came to stand next to Duke.

Duke could see the concerned, perhaps even terrified, looks in the faces of his teammates.  He rose from his seat and extended his hand in greeting.  “Duke.  Nice to meet you.”

The man broke out into a wide grin, taking Duke’s hand in his own for an extraordinary strong shake.  Duke could tell that it wasn’t a powerplay, just the man’s natural strength.  “I am Axis, and I am overjoyed to see that Ergo didn’t overstate your ability to deal with difficult situations.”

Duke cocked his head sideways in confusion.  “Difficult situations?”

“Indeed.  You saw how they all reacted to my presence, let alone me addressing you directly.  I expect great things from you over the course of this next year, Duke.  Now, go eat your breakfast.”  Without another word, the man turned and left the hall.  Once he exited the door, the entire room burst into a cacophony of movement and noise.  Conversations that had halted started back up and people started moving around the hall again.

Duke’s teammates stared at him for a moment before the elf of the team, Lester spoke up.  “You’ve got balls.  I’ll give you that, Duke.  Or are you stupid?  I’m not certain which it is yet.”

Lysander answered first, “Both, I bet.  You don’t know who Axis is, do you?”

Duke shrugged.  “Nope, but judging by everyone’s reaction, he’s either someone really important or really deadly around here.”

“Both, actually”, a voice behind Duke added.  A voice he recognized.  He turned to see Jablach standing impatiently.

“You four are late.  I only get you for half of the day today and we need to make the most of it.  Gefolich will have you after lunch, so you have one minute to finish eating and be on your way.  I will meet you back at the training arena.  Do not tarry or I will become…irritated.”  The entire group flinched at the other name mentioned.

They quickly finished eating and ran as a group to the training arena to find Jablach waiting for them as expected.  He did not hesitate to get them started.  The training of the day involved them fighting one-on-one with each other for several hours so that they could all get a feel for what each other was capable of and then taking Jablach on as a group.  This was not a great learning experience for the three that had been working together for some time.  For Duke, however, it was very enlightening. 

He learned that Lester was much faster than Duke had given him credit for and that he fought with a pair of light blades that measured his lower arm from fingertips to elbows.  He moved with such speed that Duke could not keep up with him with his eyes, let alone his body.

He also learned that Lasandra did not provide much direct combat ability.  She, instead, had a few offensive spells but rather was mostly focused as the healer of the group.  With her attention, wounds that would have been devastating healed in seconds.  Duke thought this would be irrelevant with his REGENERATION, but he found that not having to rely solely on his Ability freed him up to act more dangerously.  It allowed him to get close and deliver LIGHTNING-empowered strikes that did significantly more damage than he could otherwise.

Lysander impressed Duke in his ability to absorb or even shrug off blows that would have dropped Duke in a heartbeat.  The man was a tank for sure and really seemed to love the role.  The harder he got hit, the more he smiled and the harder he fought back.

Finally, he learned that Jablach was way out of all their leagues.  There was literally nothing they could do to the demon if he did not allow it.  He was faster than Lester, able to soak more damage than even Lysander, and was still able to ignore Duke’s LIGHTNING and the few offensive spells Lasandra threw his way.

“That is enough.”  Jablach ended the session abruptly.  They all stopped where they were.

“I have watched you all fumble around each other for most of the morning.  We have too much work to do and only a few days to accomplish it.  You need to work together and right now. You are not doing anything more than taking turns attacking me.  That’s pathetic and will only make for a loss in the arena.  Maybe even get one of you killed.  Go report to Master Gefolich and return here after dinner.”

The group filed out dejected.  They had started the day filled with excitement and vigor.  Now, they just felt like they had failed for hours on end.  Duke attempted to break the mood by asking a question that had been plaguing him since breakfast.

“Who is that Axis dude and why is everyone so afraid of him?”

The group stumbled, pausing to answer.  Lysander was the first to respond, “Axis is the leader of Leviathan and the deadliest fighter the arena has ever seen.”

“He’s a werewolf.”  Lasandra added.

“And you never, and I mean never, want to see him transformed.”  Lester contributed with a shudder.

“That bad?” Duke asked, his curiosity piqued.

“Worse.” Lasandra responded.

“The last person to force a transformation was Stoneheart, the founder of the Stone faction.  He was a dwarf of extraordinary strength and prowess.  He had Axis knocked down and pinned under his axe, choking him out and then seemed to change his mind.  He pulled the axe back and leaped up, swinging it to take off Axis’s head.  No one really has ever been able to say what actually happened because it happened so fast, but the next thing that was reported was that Stoneheart’s body was shredded into pieces all over the arena and the crowd.  Axis stood there in a half-man and half-wolf form howling to the sky.  More than half the crowd passed out immediately from the mere force of his presence, almost everyone else lost control of their bowels.  It has been described as the most terrifying thing ever seen.  That, my friend is why no one, and I mean no one, messes with Axis.”

Duke shuddered at the image conjured in his mind.  “Point taken.”

The team filed into Gefolich’s training room which Duke noted looked more like a classroom than a training area.  There were desks lined up in rows facing a larger desk on a slightly elevated platform.  The walls were decorated with bookshelves crammed with books of all sorts of shapes and sizes.  All seemed to be bound in leather or something similar.

Gefolich turned out to be a satyr but much shorter than Duke had expected.  He was even shorter than Lasandra’s 130 cm height.  He was dressed in a rich, forest-green robe that trailed behind him as he walked, embroidered with intricate patterns of shimmering gold thread, depicting mythical creatures and arcane symbols. Adorned upon his forehead was a golden circlet, encrusted with blue and green gems and bearing a delicate leaf motif—a symbol of his connection to the natural world.

“Greetings students.  You are here to learn as most of you are familiar with.  You, on the other hand.”  He pointed his chin at Duke.  “Are a newcomer and will need to learn how to learn before you can actually learn anything.”

Duke scrunched his eyebrows.  “Learn how to learn?  I am confused.”

“Perfect!  That is exactly where we will start.  The rest of you, grab your tomes and get to studying.  I am going to orient Duke to how things are done in my training chambers.”  The rest of the team did just that, giving Duke knowing looks as they retrieved books from the bookshelves.  Duke, for his part, followed Gefolich’s gestures to a side room.

As the door closed behind him, Duke tensed, unsure of what was going on.  Gefolich gestured to a pair of well-cushioned chairs in the center of the room facing each other.  “Take a seat.”  Duke barely noticed that Gefolich cast a spell that enclosed the room as Duke took his seat.

Duke took a seat and Gefolich sat opposite him.  Duke started but was cut off immediately. “Now what do-”

“You listen.  Do not speak just yet.  This room is now warded against other’s ears so we may speak freely.  Nowhere else is this safe.  Mind your words in every other space within this foul city.”  Gefolich’s expression soured when he spoke of the city.

Gefolich waited for Duke to acknowledge his words and then continued. “I have been watching you, observing you, analyzing you since you came to Leviathan.  You are not normal.  I do not know what it is that makes you so different, but I know you are not like everyone else.  I have been at this for a long time, and I have never seen anyone like you before, so I am going to ask you some very pointed questions.  Your answers will determine much about how things will progress for you from here on out.”

Duke had worried about this day coming and now that it was upon him, he still had no plan on how to address the coming questions.  He could lie but he suspected that the satyr would have some Spell or Ability that would see through his lies.  He could also tell the truth.  That would be entertaining if nothing else.  His thoughts were interrupted as Gefolich began.

He started with a surprisingly gentle tone.  “Where did you come from?  Where were you born, Duke?”

Duke decided to give a little honesty to start.  “I’m from Syracuse.  I doubt that you have heard of the place.”

“Syra-cruise?  No, I cannot say I have heard of the place.  What nation is that in?”

Well, here goes nothing. “That is in the United States of America.”

“United States?  A confederacy of some sort?”

“That was tried once but they lost the war.  No, it’s a constitutional republic.”

Gefolich shook his head while rubbing one of his horns like it ached.  “You are from another world, are you not?”

“Yes, I believe I am.”

“Well, that changes things dramatically and provides far more questions than it answers.  How did you come to be here?”  Gefolich gestured around himself pointedly.

“Here?  Well, that’s an easy one to answer.  When I arrived in the city, I was jumped by a bunch of guys and robbed.  Then I was arrested for vagrancy.  It wasn’t like there was anyone who actually listened to me.  Nope, they just threw me in a cage and then made me fight in the arena.  Which, apparently, I’m going to have to do again in a few days.”

“No visit with the magistrate where you could state your case? No trial?”  Gefolich inquired.

“No, nothing like that.  I woke up in a cell and Lord Quaid decided to convict me without a second thought.”

Gefolich nodded his head as Duke spoke. ”Welcome to the downtrodden masses.  Half of the people here are similarly victims of the nobility’s whims.”

Duke stared at Gefolich in stunned silence.  He had not expected that response.  “Why don’t you all just rise up and refuse to bend to them?”

Gefolich chuckled.  “Even Axis bows to them because they have something to keep each and every one of us in check one way or another.  Many are just used to how things are and no longer question it.  But for the truly powerful amongst us, we are held by leverage.  They hold my flute.  Should it be destroyed, I would lose all my power and be as helpless as a child.  For Axis, they hold his family hostage.  He would endure anything for the sake of his children.”

Duke’s expression hardened.  Baslin was right.  These nobles are monsters and I have sat back long enough observing.  It’s time to do something about it.  They have no leverage on me, so I need to get stronger, and fast.  Then, I can tear them down and set everyone free.  Fuck the gods that brought me here.  This is my purpose for being here.  This is my goal, my…Quest!  “OK, that’s downright horrible and maybe it’s time to do something about it.  They have nothing on me.  No leverage, nothing.  The only thing keeping me here is these walls and my own will.”

Gefolich smiled in response, his grin broadening as Duke continued.

“Now, I just need to get strong enough to tear this all down around their ears.  And for that, I need help.  Specifically, I need your help and the help of everyone else who is trapped here.  I need to be strong enough to take on the privileged few who hold all the power and tear it away from them!”

The satyr nodded his smiling face as Duke completed his rant.  “Well, well, well, it seems you have found your motivation.  But is it truly enough?  Do you have the will to remain steadfast where so many others have broken before the storm?”  Gefolich stroked his chin.  “We shall see.  Yes, we shall see.”  With a gesture, the spell of concealment ceased.

Duke rose from his seat as Gefolich gestured him to the door.  His mind was reeling from what he had learned both about the city and about himself.  He was committed but he knew he was far from ready.

When Duke sat down at his desk, Gefolich deposited a meter-high pile of books for him to read.  Duke groaned.  Everyone else chuckled.

“Read up, Duke, you have a lot to learn before we can even get started with teaching you.”

Duke looked up from the pile.  “Oh, just shoot me instead.”

Gefolich smirked and hit Duke with a Force Dart Spell.  It was the lightest damage spell he had, but if he powered it up, it could do significant damage.  In this case, it was meant to be a long-distance smack to the head for Duke.

***A SPELL HAS BEEN CAST UPON YOU

You have been struck by the Spell Force Dart.  You have been struck for two points of damage.  Additional exposure to this Spell is required for Spell Absorption.

***

Duke smiled at Gefolich and offered the one request he had never expected.  “Can you hit me with that Spell a dozen more times or so?”

Confused and astonished looks around the room forced Duke to offer up some form of explanation.  “Look, it’s real simple:  I haven’t been hit by, or even seen, even a tenth of the spells that you guys have seen.  I need to know their effects directly if I am to be able to deal with them in a fight.  And you already know how fast I heal.  The damage from that spell is already healed.  So, what do you say, Gefolich, can you hit me with that one again and a bunch more?”

“You’re serious?”  Gefolich rubbed a horn in confusion.

“You bet I am.  As long as it doesn’t kill me, I’ll recover from the damage.  I think this is necessary.”  Duke stood up and moved to an empty part of the room and prepared himself for the expected barrage.

Gefolich shrugged as the others gaped.  With a simple arcane gesture, he struck Duke with a dozen more Force Darts in rapid succession.

Duke smiled through the pain and accepted the barrage of Force Darts, waiting for a specific system message.  It took 8 more hits, but he got the message he was anticipating.

***The Spell “Force Dart” has successfully been absorbed.  You may now use it as an Ability at will for a small cost. ***

Duke held his hand up after he got the message, taking the next four hits before Gefolich noticed his gesture.

“Oh sorry, Duke.  Was that enough?”

“For that spell, yes.  I think I have a pretty strong understanding of how it works, and I might even be able to dodge it eventually.  Give me a minute to heal up and we can move on to the next spell.”

“Truly?  This is working for you?”  Gefolich asked incredulously.

“Truly.  Yes, this is exactly what I need.  Give me ten shots of each of your low-level spells to start with a little healing time in-between and you won’t believe what I’ll be able to do tomorrow.”

The rest of the team had completely abandoned their studies to watch the spectacle as it continued.  Gefolich hit Duke with Spell after Spell, seeming to enjoy it more every time.  Duke, for his part, endured the assault, re-kindling his smile with every Spell he absorbed.  When they were done, he checked his messages.

***You have successfully absorbed the following Spells: Flame Dart, Poison Dart, Acid Dart, Wind Dart, Ice Dart, Earth Shard, Light Bolt, Bolt of Darkness.  You may now use each as an Ability at will for a small cost. ***

In the end, he was greeted with a wonderfully unexpected additional message:

***Due to repeated and rapid exposure to damaging Spells, you have developed a resistance to their effects.  Continued practice at this Ability could significantly increase your survivability. ***

After hours of sucking spells Duke was exhausted but still elated. Eventually, they all were cheering him on, shouting for Gefolich to hit him with something new.  When Gefolich ran out of low-level spells, the group broke for dinner, and the team was overjoyed to joke about Duke's exploits until it was time for a return to Jablach’s training regimen.

As they left the classroom, Gefolich followed them and stopped Duke. Duke turned back to Gefolich wondering what he wanted. The satyr chuckled at Duke and gestured at his clothing which, upon looking at it, Duke noted was shredded and tattered.  Gefolich cast a simple spell and Duke’s clothing repaired itself.

“I have to learn that spell.  That and Cleanse.  Those will make life so much easier.”

***You have been affected by the Spell “Repair”.  Your uniform has been repaired and is as good as new.  Additional exposure to this spell is required to absorb it. ***

Duke winced inwardly as he realized that he still was not going to get a repair spell at least not yet.  Gefolich left him to go catch up with the rest of the team for dinner.

Dinner was filled with excited commentary from the rest of Duke’s team about how many spells he could take without even flinching.

“You have the making of a passable off-tank, Duke.  I am glad to have you on the team.”  Lysander gave Duke a welcoming nod as he spoke, finally deciding that the human was worthy of his attention and of the team.

“Really, Lysander?  Duke’s part of the team and has been since he was assigned to us.  It’s up to us to make sure that he is not only welcomed into the team but integrates completely.  We only have a few more days before we face the Stone rookie squad.  And you know they are out for real blood.”  Lasandra scolded Lysander with some heat in her tone.

“It is me that they want to kill.” Duke volunteered.  “If it comes down to it, you all back down and let things happen as they will.  I can take more punishment than they think and still get back up.  I don’t want the rest of you getting hurt for my sake.”

Lysander shook his head.  “Duke, that is MY job.  I take the hits because I can.  You just find a way to take out as many on their team as you can.”

Lester finally spoke up, “Lysander tanks, Lasandra heals, I stealth and surprise strike.  You, Duke, need to be a pure damage dealer if this is all going to work.”

Duke smiled.  “I can do that.  By the time we get in that arena, I’ll be able to take them all apart.  I’ll tear it all down around their ears.”

A shout arose from the table next to him.  “Lev!”

Another table answered “I!”

All of the tables joined in, “athan!  Crush them all!”

Duke felt a strong hand on his shoulder and turned to see Jablach smiling at him and the rest of the team.  “Time to put those words to the test, eh?  Come on.  It’s time for evening training.”

Several hours later, Duke collapsed into his bed after a quick hit of the Cleansing spell in his room.  He had only been this exhausted in his life once before, during SEER training.  As he passed into sleep, he thought that maybe this was worse.

            

    
        Chapter 12

    
    
    
    
                Duke awoke to the longest slew of system messages to date. Nearly all his Abilities had increased by at least two levels. The most significant was that his REGENERATION levelled up to the Practiced rank, level six. That meant that he could now regenerate over 600 health per minute, more than 10 health per second. It was the personal message that accompanied the changes that really woke Duke up.

***

Congratulations, Duke. You have found a PURPOSE in this new life. Every action that you take that supports this PURPOSE will be blessed. Any action you take in opposition to your PURPOSE, however, will be hindered. Your PURPOSE is to fight for freedom for yourself and others. This choice and direction are in full harmony with your Seeded NATURE, so we have decided to provide an additional enhancement for you. Whenever your PURPOSE and NATURE align, your blessing will be doubled.

Your current blessing will result in a 10% increased likelihood and degree of success for all actions that it affects. Lean into your PURPOSE and enjoy our blessing.

For choosing a PURPOSE that aligns so closely with your created NATURE, we have awarded you with an additional 5,000 experience. This is enough to bring you to level 3. You now have 6 free Characteristic points to spend. You get to choose where to put them going forward.

Your rather extreme methods of training have had unexpected benefits to your Characteristics. You gain a point in both Psyche and Endurance due to your ordeal approach to training.

Your Skills have also increased. Most notably, your Brawling and Dodge Skills have both advanced to Initiate rank. Continue to use your Skills so heavily and there is no limit to how strong you will become.

***

Duke submersed himself in training for the next three days. During that time, the team grew closer and learned how to fight together. Duke started being able to throw out Ability after Ability to their shock and delight. This was a time of significant growth in his Skills and Abilities but they all knew it was leading up to a singular event and tomorrow, the event would be upon them.

He awoke the morning of the fight, refreshed and ready. Duke was surprised that he was not nervous at all. He felt ready and there was one message he received this morning that changed everything. He could not help but break out in a wide grin.


***The disruption of your TELEPORTATION Ability has been resolved. You now have full access to this Ability. Due to the extraordinary effort required to overcome the corruption of this Ability, it has been strengthened to prevent such corruption from occurring in the future. ***


Duke came to breakfast with his team smiling from ear to ear. Lester was the first to notice and remark upon it. “You seem extra happy this morning, Duke. Not nervous about our bout at all?”

Duke continued to smile. “Not even remotely. I have, just this morning, regained an Ability that had been temporarily lost to me. And this is a game-changer. We can’t lose, not with this.”

This had gotten the attention of not only their table, but several tables surrounding them. Duke didn’t mind – he was stoked and ready to show off his favorite Ability. “Watch this…”

Duke TELEPORTED behind Lester and snatched one of his daggers out of its sheath. It was nearly at the rogue’s throat before he could even react. There were gasps throughout the crowd as Duke handed the blade back to his teammate. He then decided to push his Ability and tried to TELEPORT the dagger to his own hand.

Lester had an odd look on his face as he felt his dagger try to tug its way out of his hand. His grip tightened on the hilt; he was not losing his blade again. And then it was gone. His hand closed on empty air and his eyes bulged in shock. For the second time in as many minutes, Duke handed him his dagger with a wide grin.

“That’s…that’s amazing," Lysander leaned in close as if he was looking for how Duke had pulled the dagger out of Lester’s hand.

Duke responded, still unable to calm his grin. “Indeed, it is. I can be anywhere I need to be within the arena, and, with enough time and effort, I can strip the entire group of their weapons. They will have no idea what hit them”. Duke turned to Lysander. “Imagine an enemy’s shield disappearing a moment before your hammer came down upon their head.”

Lysander started to chuckle, his laughter growing into a roar that got the attention of the rest of the dining hall. His slap on Duke’s back as he guffawed nearly flattened the man, but Lysander didn’t seem to notice. Others had crowded around the table to see what the ruckus was all about but were quickly pushed aside as Ergo made his way to the table.

“This is quite unusual, even for Lysander.” Ergo began. “What has gotten into you, boy?”

“Hammer…shield…face…” Lysander uttered between guffaws before just collapsing in upon himself overwhelmed at the joyous image of his foe’s face being unexpectedly splatted.

“Anyone care to translate?” Ergo felt a grin starting to form on his face despite his best efforts or his comprehension for that matter.

Lester stepped up to explain. “Duke has just revealed a trump card that is going to ruin Stone’s day. And it’s going to be hilarious!”

Ergo’s smile grew more predatory. “Show me.” He commanded, the authority in his voice resonating throughout the room despite the smile in his tone.

Duke nodded and concentrated for a moment, staring at Ergo. Ergo felt his foot itch within his boot but nothing else. His smile faded, “Is that it? You can make my foot itch?”

Duke amped up his concentration, channeling more mana into his TELEPORTATION than he had ever tried before. And, with a small pop of air, Ergo’s boot was in Duke’s hand. Ergo stumbled for a moment before he caught his balance.

Duke handed his boot back to him as Lysander had finally got control of his laughter only to lose it again, pointing at the boot and shouting overly loud “Shield!” He clutched his gut as he leaned heavily on the table, completely unable to control himself or even support himself for that matter.

Laughter rippled throughout the hall as Lysander’s mirth was infectious. Few understood the joke so most just chuckled along aware that something was funny about “Shield” but not sure what it was. Everyone else was laughing, after all.

Lasandra finally spoke up, everyone looking towards the diminutive woman. “Duke can TELEPORT himself and other items as well. Lysander is stuck picturing the image when Duke TELEPORTs a foe’s shield away while the poor sod is trying to block one of Lysander’s full-force hammer blows to the head.”

Ergo smiled again. “OK, that is funny. Can you really pull that off, Duke?”

“I can, but I have to overcome the target’s innate resistance. I had to really push it to grab your boot, more than I think I would want to do in a fight.”

Ergo dismissed the statement. “I have considerably more willpower than anyone you should be facing at this level so I don’t think that will be a tremendous problem. This is an unexpected and potentially overwhelming advantage. Axis will be pleased.” He turned to leave but paused for a moment to deliver a final message. “You have one hour to report to the arena. Finish eating and get yourselves geared up. Take this fight seriously. All of Stone wants to kill Duke and we all expect them to try.” He then continued to leave, having broken the levity of the room entirely.

Duke, Lysander, Lasandra, and Lester finished their breakfast in near silence, sobered by Ergo’s words. As they got up to go get prepared, they were stopped by an unexpected presence. Before them stood Axis, the leader of Leviathan. Everyone else took an involuntary step back as Axis spoke. Most didn’t even realize they had. Duke looked around momentarily, wondering where everyone went.

“You four come with me. We will speak before you fight.” His voice carried an authority that was palpable. As he turned to lead them away there was no question in any of their minds as to whether they would follow.

He led them to a side chamber next to the equipment room, closing the door behind them all when they entered. Waiting in the room were Jablach and Gefolich as well as Ergo.

Axis started. “You four are about to be dropped into a meat grinder. Stone is pushing the rules to the limit on this one. They clearly want you dead, Duke. They will likely try to kill all four of you. This was supposed to be a match of new initiates, but they have bent the rules significantly and Quaid is letting them get away with it.”

Jablach interrupted. “They are pitting you up against Team Slam, all arena veterans and convicted killers. They are all well beyond your ability to defeat. We should forfeit the match even with all the consequences that would come from that.” Axis nodded his head in agreement with his sudden decision.

Duke stood firm. “No. We will not be forfeiting the match. I will stand alone against these killers and fight for my freedom before all who would see it. I stand resolute and will not stand aside. I, alone, will face these takers of freedom and crush them before me.” Duke’s PURPOSE flared with his decision.

“No! You will fucking not stand alone!” Lysander shouted, rising to his full two-meter height.

“Damn straight!” added Lester.

“You shall not fall on my watch.” Added Lasandra, also standing beside Duke.

“And so it shall be.” Responded Gefolich as he cast a spell upon the four. “Since they are bringing in foes beyond what you should have to face, I am giving you all an additional boost. It will last for two hours which should be sufficient to get you through the match.”

When he was done casting, Duke noticed that Axis had left at some point, but he had no idea when. He suppressed a shudder and joined the rest of the team next door to get geared up.

“With your newly revealed Ability, Duke, I’m not sure if you should use it right off or save it for an opportune time. Now that we know they mean to kill you, things are much more serious.” Lasandra offered with her small, but melodic voice.

“I guess we will have to play it by ear. I just hope there’s no pie.” Duke responded.

“Pie?” Lysander asked.

“Sorry. It’s just something I read once. Don’t worry about it.” Duke responded. The rest still looked at him in confusion.

            

    
        Chapter 13

    
    
    
    
                Entering the arena this time was completely different than it had been the first time for Duke. The stands were packed to capacity and then some – and they were loud! Even the Royal booth was occupied. It seemed that King Chopie himself was in attendance. The air was sparking with the energy flowing off the crowd. They were here for blood and blood was what was promised.

Duke and his team stood on one end of the main combat platform, arrayed in their armored Leviathan uniforms. They stood proudly and prepared, silently taking in the atmosphere.

Across the platform stood the team from Stone. The smallest of the four was over two meters tall, taller than even Lysander. They all had a greyish tone to their skin, indicating that they likely carried some stone giant blood in their veins. To a man, they were all simply armed with stone weapons. Two had stone clubs while another had a pair of obsidian swords and the last had an obsidian-bladed spear with a spearhead nearly two hands-breaths long. None wore more than a loincloth. No armor, but their stonelike skin was likely enough protection.

“Obsidian weapons? Sharp but fragile, I would think.” Duke spoke quietly to his team.

“They are designed to slice you open and break shards off in the wound making it nearly impossible to heal the wound. Nasty things. Brutally effective with enchantment.” Lasandra responded.

“They will charge us and try to overwhelm us with physical force when the fight starts. Plan seven?” Lester asked.

“Plan seven.” Lasandra agreed. They all nodded and set their stances, waiting for things to begin.

A single mournful tone carried across the arena, silencing all conversation. It was followed by a magically enhanced announcement from the Royal booth. Lord Quaid stood at the edge of the booth to address the crowd. Seated next to him was a man dressed in red and black finery. Duke presumed it was the king. He etched the man’s face complete with its pointed nose deep into his memory. I’m coming for your King Chopie. Maybe not today, but when I am ready – on MY terms!

“Greetings one and all! We are gathered here in the presence of our great king, King Chopie!”

The audience roared a response, “Hail and Glory to the King!” Duke tried not to puke.

Lord Quaid continued, “Standing before us is the murderer known as Duke, whom has been convicted by mine own hand.”

Duke and his team looked at each other. “This is a set-up for sure. You three need to stand down and leave me to handle this on my own.” He implored the others.

“Nothing has changed. We stand together until the end.” Lysander responded.

Quaid’s voice echoed across the arena as he continued. “As he has been convicted of murder, Duke’s life is forfeit.” The crowd roared in response. Lord Quaid raised his hands and waited for the crowd to quiet down. It took a few minutes, but the crowd did eventually quiet down from their bloodlust and Quaid continued, “Now because our great King is so magnanimous, he has decided to allow Duke the opportunity to survive a trial by combat. Should he survive, he will be granted clemency and his conviction for murder shall be set aside. Hail and glory to the great King!”

The crowd cheered, the roaring echoing throughout the arena shaking the walls and making the floor vibrate beneath Dukes feet. He once again implored his teammates to step aside and let him fight alone. They, of course, refused and stood by his side unwavering.

Lord Quaid held his hands aloft yet again and the crowd quieted down. Duke stared hard at the four opponents across the platform. He planned his opening moves to coordinate with his team and waited for things to begin. He knew that his PURPOSE would come into play in this mockery of a trial. As he stood in his preparatory stance, he alternately flexed muscles in his legs to make sure they stayed loose and ready to act when things began. He did not have to wait long.

Lord Quaid started the fight with a single announced word, “Begin!”

Neither Duke nor the leviathan team hesitated and neither did the Stone team. The four stone warriors charged at the leviathan team and Duke opened with his first salvo of his newly learned abilities. Before they had crossed the platform, each was greeted with a pair of Bolts of Darkness to the face. He had developed an Ability called SIMULCASTING that allowed him to cast multiple spells at the same time. It was better than using his OVERCHANNEL ability in this case as it gave multiple chances for the secondary effect of the Bolts of Darkness to take effect – namely temporary blindness.

Two of the Stones were blinded and stumbled in their charge. The other two charged on, heedlessly ignoring the spells’ impact. Lysander stepped up to meet the charge of the first and Duke the second. Meanwhile, Lester stepped into stealth circling behind the blinded Stones and Lasandra stepped back, preparing to cast healing as needed.

Duke was greeted by a vicious slash of the Stone’s spear. Duke tried to roll under the slash to close the distance with his opponent. The flash of pain across his back clearly indicated that he was not very successful in dodging. He could feel his regeneration kicking in, knitting flesh back together, so was not very concerned with the wound, especially since he had achieved his goal in closing the distance. He also knew that the armored uniforms they were all wearing were next to useless against the enchanted weapons.

He lunged to his feet inside the reach of the Stone’s spear and delivered his best punch to the solar plexus reinforced with his LIGHTNING Ability, the full push from his legs, and the twist of his hips that Jablach had taught him. The half-giant’s skin was so hard, it was like striking a wooden support beam.

Duke could feel the bones in his hand strain and crack with the impact. What he also felt was the full extent of his LIGHTNING ability travelling through his arm, directly into the torso of his foe. The entire arena lit up from the flash leading to cries of startlement and not a small number of painful cries as spectators were dazzled, momentarily blinded.

Duke could hear none of this as he was thrown back down to the ground with tremendous force, his head slamming so hard it dazed him. The arena had gone completely silent around him as Duke groggily got to his feet trying to shake the fuzziness out of his head. The sight of his opponent standing before him wobbling unsteadily on his feet was enough to shake Duke out of his daze with a burst of adrenaline. Ok, so maybe it was his REGENERATION repairing the damage to his head, but the sight of his opponent didn’t hurt.

Duke fired a heavily OVERCHANNELED FORCE DART at the wobbly half-giant, knocking him off his feet. He snapped his head around to see how the rest of the team was faring. The answer was…not good. Lysander was locked, collar and elbow with his opponent, Lester was slumped down against the far wall unmoving, and Lasandra was hunched over him trying to apply healing. If she is healing by contact, Lester must be in real bad shape. The best and worst of it was that the two remaining foes were bearing down on Duke quickly with murder in their eyes.

Good, they are now focusing on me. I hope Lasandra can get Lester back up and moving and most of all, that they stay out of the rest of this fight. Duke backpedaled, throwing Bolts of Darkness with abandon. The blindness effect did not seem to want to trigger a second time on the pair, but Duke kept up the barrage as he put more distance between the rest of his team and himself.

His backpedaling ended abruptly as he slammed into the arena wall. The two half-giants were mere steps away from him now, each bearing a cruel grin. They charged in with swords and club swinging to kill. Duke’s back was literally to the wall, and he did not like his chances of surviving any of the coming blows. He decided it was time to pull out a trump card and TELEPORTED behind the pair. Their attacks slammed into the wall, unbalancing them without the expected resistance. They roared in rage and spun around looking for Duke.

They saw him across the arena punching the Stone still trying to outpower Lysander. Duke’s blows were not heavy when compared to the half-giant’s armored skin, but it proved a tremendous distraction. Even with armored skin, getting your kidneys rapidly pounded upon is not a great feeling. The distraction was enough for Lysander to finally get the upper hand, slipping his left arm free and delivering a rocket of a blow to the throat. As the Stone stumbled back, Duke crouched down, delivering a sharp elbow to the back of a knee. The Stone tumbled over Duke’s back to the roaring delight of the crowd.

It was at that moment that Duke realized that they had somehow turned the crowd to their favor. He smiled.

“Stay down, Duke!” Lysander’s voice froze him an instant before he stood back up only to have the enormous man vault over his back and plant a flying double-handed axe-blow in the half-giant’s face. The Stone’s nose exploded in a crimson wave while the Stone’s head slammed down to the ground with a solid thump. The half-giant was done, at least for now.

“You forget something?” Duke asked with a wry grin as he slid Lysander’s hammer back to him. It had been simple to TELEPORT the hammer to his hand. It had not been easy to lift the thing, however.

“Um, yeah. Thanks. I kinda…” Lysander stopped in mid-sentence as he was thrown off his feet by the colossal impact of a stone club to the side of his head. He flew from his feet, completely limp and unmoving. Duke turned towards the direction the half-giant’s blow had come from, prepared to TELEPORT out of the way of the Stone with the swords that he had left on the other side of the arena only to find himself alone with the club-wielding giant’s knowing grin.

The scream that came from behind Duke was short-lived and terrible. He spun to see Lasandra nearly cleaved in half by one of the half-giant’s obsidian swords. His guts turned to water in horror while his mind flared with absolute rage. They had set this up as an execution and we walked into it anyway. Lasandra is dead. Lysander likely is as well. Lester too. I stand alone.

The crowd had quieted some in shock at the brutal execution of the healer. Duke’s life had been declared forfeit, but the other three had not. There were murmurs amongst the crowd – they did not know how to react, so King Chopie told them. He had to retain control.

The king stood from his gilded throne in the ornately-decorated royal box and declared. “If you stand with a murderer against the King’s Justice, you share his punishment. My Children of Stone, finish this. Execute the criminal!” His voice was enhanced by subtle, yet powerful magic cast by a crimson-clad mage who stood behind the throne. There was magic compulsion layered into his words and the crowd willingly joined him in his bloodlust.

Duke saw that the half-giant he had put down earlier was back on his feet. He now faced three foes that were physically far stronger than him. He took a quick glance at his stats and saw that he was down to 134 mana. He had been conserving his Mana from the start by mainly using base magic Abilities but was not sure how far even that much would take him. He rode his rage coldly, feeling the glowing of his PURPOSE in his soul pushing him to fight…and fight he would!

Duke wreathed himself with LIGHTNING and prepared to fight for his life once again. The three Stones had taken their time to spread out and surround Duke from different angles. Each were armed differently. One had the massive stone club, the next with the twin obsidian swords, and the last was the spear-wielder. Duke decided to charge the club-wielder.

The club-wielder grinned and cocked his arms back holding the club with both hands like a batter preparing to tee up the shot of their lifetime. Duke likewise cocked his crackling fist back, pouring speed on. He charged, his legs flashing faster and faster as they crackled with electricity. Duke leaped into the air. The Stone began his swing, aiming perfectly to swat Duke right out of the air once and for all.

The blow never landed as Duke TELEPORTED behind his truly intended target and unleashed his LIGHTNING into the back of the spear-wielder one final time. This time, however, Duke was 5 meters away and was not caught up in his own blast. The thigh-wide bolt of lightning struck the half-giant square in the back with a full 40 Mana channeled into the Ability. The bolt exited from the Stone’s chest, head, and arms simultaneously. He collapsed backwards; his smoking eye sockets a clear indicator that he would not be getting back up this time.

The remaining two Stones reoriented back towards Duke as their compatriot collapsed to the arena floor. With a glance at each other, they activated devices on their wrists. A glowing blue field snapped into place around each of them. Oh great. Fucking magical shields. This is going to complicate things. Duke stared across the platform at the two Stones, grinning behind their shields. They grin an awful lot. Time to wipe at least one grin off.

“You’re dead human. Stop fighting and I’ll make it a clean cut.” The sword-wielder gloated. Duke tried to stall a bit. His regen had healed his wounds, but his Mana was only ticking up one point a second. This was going to be a problem. He was down to less than half his Mana and things had gotten much more difficult.

“How about, you drop a weapon or three and fight fair.” Duke continued to back away, circling around the arena to keep them at a distance.

“No, I don’t think so, mage. I’m going to enjoy spitting you like a pig.” The spear-wielder declared.

Duke concentrated as he moved, trying to get a feel for the spear, to get familiarity with how it moved, how heavy it appeared to be, anything that might give him an advantage for his next move. Finally, when it appeared that they had had enough waiting, they spread out, cutting off Duke’s ability to circle the arena. It was time.

Duke flexed his will and his magic, focusing on his TELEPORTATION Ability. He had desperately wanted to get the Ability back so he could just leave the city, but, no, he had made friends here and then these assholes had killed them. This could not be allowed to stand. With all of his will, he pulled.

He stood there holding a very heavy, obsidian-tipped spear, rage flowing from his eyes as he slammed the butt of the spear down on the stone platform with all his strength. He was no giant-kin, but he was quite strong for a human. The sound echoed around the arena, silencing the crowd momentarily.

Duke shouted, his anger seething out of his pores, “You killed, no…MURDERED innocent people today all because I defended myself against a blood-crazed orc that tried to murder ME on my very first day in this cursed city. Your trumped-up charges are nothing. Recall these two glowing bags of meat before I add to the day’s death toll!” Duke was not sure where the words had come from, but he could feel his emotions boiling with anger with a frozen shell. It was like nothing he had ever experienced but the injustice of the day’s events was driving him, driving his PURPOSE to act.

“Kill him!” was the shout from the Royal booth.

Like a hammer shattering glass, the crowd erupted with a roar, matched by the roar from the pair of Stones charging Duke with their own rage.

Quietly and with pure intensity Duke responded, “So be it. You have chosen death.”

Duke felt his PURPOSE amp all his Abilities far beyond anything he understood and simply flowed with the feeling.

The half-giants charged heedlessly towards him, ready to slice him to pieces. He noted that they each were wielding one of the swords, the club discarded at some point, but his PURPOSE didn’t care. It welcomed them to come closer, to charge to their deaths. Duke’s consciousness rode upon the wave of rage that his PURPOSE continued to build.

Duke raised his spear to strike the one charging from the left, his weak side. The half-giant casually slapped the spear aside as he barreled past the raised point. Duke barely had time to process the situation before they were on him.

They came at him each with a side-slash trying to meet their swords together through Duke’s bisected form. Duke screamed as the swords struck him, biting deeply into his flesh before he could stop their momentum with a hand grasped on each of their forearms. It seemed the shields didn’t come into play for melee. The cuts were deep and caused what would be fatal wounds for any normal man. Duke was not a normal man.

Duke started to speak, but only coughed up blood. What he did, instead, was tighten his grip and poured Mana into his TELEPORT Ability, taking both Stones with him.

***Warning! Your TELEPORTATION Ability is not developed enough to safely take passengers with you. You may cause them harm in the process. ***

Duke grinned maniacally. Perfect! He ignored, no, relished the warning while he TELEPORTED 200 meters into the air, above the top row of the arena…and let go of the wrists of the two now stunned half-giants.

The agony and pure terror in their eyes as Duke TELEPORTED back to the surface of the arena burned into Duke’s mind. It was now ingrained into his PURPOSE as he watched them plummet to the ground slamming into the stone with a terrible finality and a pair of sickening wet bounces. Moments after they landed and with their collective bounce, their shields winked out, allowing the blood and viscera to splatter out of the bubbles and onto the stone floor of the arena.

Duke pulled the swords from his side and held his arms against the wounds to try and keep from bleeding out while his REGENERATION worked overtime to heal his grievous wounds. He could feel the wounds healing but knew it would take some time, especially as the glow of his PURPOSE faded from his mind and exhaustion gripped him.

He stood still as the sound of the twin swords clattering to the arena floor echoed across the silenced crowd. He turned towards the Royal booth with its now glowing shield and loudly addressed the stunned crowd. “I have emerged victorious from your trial by combat. Now let me go free.”

King Chopie stood arrow-straight as Lord Quaid desperately whispered in his ear. The magical auditory enhancement started again, and the king addressed Duke and the crowd. “Yes, you have survived the trial by combat and the charges of murder have been set aside. Congratulations!”

The crowd erupted in wild cheers, their bloodlust more than satisfied. The thundering roar nearly sickened Duke as he looked to his fallen friends. He turned back to the King as the crowd once again fell quiet.

“You are, however, still convicted of vagrancy and will remain a prisoner and participant here in the arena.” The King sat once again on his throne with a satisfied smirk, knowing he had won the day after all.

The crowd was as silent as Duke for a moment until a laugh started. Duke snapped his eyes on the man laughing. He recognized the man! It was the thug who had stolen his coin pouch to start this whole ordeal. Duke seethed.

In moments, others joined in the laughter. It was a grand joke after all and relieved the tension of the weighty battle and proclamation after all. Duke, for his part, stared hard at the thug who stared back and shook the selfsame coin pouch back and forth as he laughed at Duke.

Duke’s rage re-ignited, overwhelming his grief and he locked eyes with the thug who suddenly stopped moving like a rabbit hearing a predator. He stared back at Duke, his eyes growing wide in fear of the monster that stared back at him. Then he shrieked and shook the pouch as if it were burning him.

Burning him? Duke thought, remembering Baslin’s words after all this time. He TELEPORTED the pouch to his hand, ignoring the warmth it was giving off. Moments later things got really interesting.

An azure flash traveled across the arena and, as Baslin had said it would, a portal opened up behind Duke. Baslin stood on the other side, eyes wide as he took in the scene beyond Duke.

The arena erupted in shouts and confusion which instantaneously died as King Chopie’s mage invoked silence over the stands. The King rose from his throne yet again. “Baslin? How?”

Baslin offered a slight bow. “Um, hail to the…to the…um…king.”

Duke flipped off the king and dove through the portal. Baslin offered a wave and a wink, and the portal closed.

            

    
        Chapter 14

    
    
    
    
                Duke clamored to his feet in Baslin’s tower as the portal winked out.  Thankfully, this time there was no message notifying him that his TELEPORTATION had been messed up.

“Hi, Baslin.  How have you been?”

“I have been well, Duke.  But it seems like you have had an eventful week.  Was that the Grand Arena I saw?  And you are bleeding all over my carpet.”

“I don’t know how grand it was, but it sure as hell was an arena and sorry about the blood.  I’ll stop bleeding in a moment.”

“And you fought there?”

“That I did.  It was complete bullshit, but yes, I fought there.  I lost friends there.”

“I get the sense that there is more to the story than just fighting in the arena.  Are you sure you do not require healing?”  Baslin knew he was leading Duke on but was rather enjoying the turn of events.  Duke surely would help him now that he saw how bad a state the city and the kingdom were in.

“Healing?  No, I’ll be fine shortly.  As for what happened this past week, well, that is quite the story.”

Duke relayed the events of the past week, leaving little out.  Baslin listened along, nodding and responding as appropriate.  When the tale was complete, he had a simple question for Duke.

“So, after all of that, do you see why I asked for your help in tearing the kingdoms down?”

“I do.  And I am near ready to get started.  My friends died to entertain those assholes.  I haven’t had a minute yet to process my feelings around that, so I’m going to need a bit to get through that.” Duke could feel the grief and anger boiling below the surface of his emotions, waiting for release.  This was far worse a feeling than he had anticipated.  Losing a member of the squadron was bad, but this…this was more personal and tangible.  He could still see the look in Lasandra’s eyes when the fatal blow descended.

“I understand.  Why don’t you retire to your room and do what you need to do.  I will teach you the REPAIR spell in the morning so we can set everything back to rights after you are done ‘processing’ your emotions.”  Baslin’s gaze was filled with empathy as he escorted Duke to his room.  “Don’t concern yourself with any damage your grief may cause.  We’ll fix it in the morning.  If you wish to talk about it, I will be in the library for most of the night.  Sleep has eluded me for decades now.”

Duke did indeed retire to his room as Baslin indicated.  By the time he got there, the emotions he had been holding back unleashed themselves and he both cried and raged.  The first victim was the desk chair.  It deconstructed itself against the far wall.  The next victim was the desk that went with the chair.  Duke attempted to lift it and throw it just the same as the chair. 

His rage grew as he discovered that he could barely lift the desk off the floor.  He growled and strained, unable to do more than lift it a few centimeters off the floor.  As his rage boiled, he slammed his 6 free Characteristic points into Strength, bringing it up to a score of 21.  The desk moved more easily now.  He still couldn’t throw it but lifting it up past his knees and slamming it down repeatedly served to eventually break it enough that he could toss the pieces into the pile of wood he was accumulating on the far side of the room.

The bed was to be next, but Duke’s hands, slick from drying blood and sweat from the effort of destroying the desk and chair, slipped off the thick rounded bedpost causing him to stumble and faceplant on the bed itself.  The bed struck him as comfortable and comforting.  It molded to his frame with just enough resistance to keep him on top of the mattress.  The oddly out-of-place feeling of comfort disrupted his rage-fest.  In moments, his exhaustion took over and he fell into a magically restful sleep.


***


Duke awoke the next day feeling strangely rested and flooded with system messages.


*** Well, that was quite the fight!  You took on four enemies that far outclassed you.  Or so, they thought.  For defeating these four enemies, you receive 11,000 experience points.  For doing so in such a creative and spectacular fashion, you receive an additional 5,000 experience points.  Congratulations!  You are now level 6 and have 18 free Characteristic Points to spend as you see fit.

Your Skills and Abilities also continue to grow!

You receive 2 points in Blades, bringing it to Novice 1

You receive 1 point in Spears, bringing it to Untrained 1

You receive 4 points in Dodge, bringing it to Initiate 10

You receive 8 points in Brawling, bringing it to Initiate 9

You receive 6 points in TELEPORTATION, bringing it to Initiate 18

You receive 4 points in TONGUES, bringing it to Novice 16

You receive 4 points in AURA CONCEALMENT, bringing it to Novice 15

You receive 4 points in LGHTNING, bringing it to Initiate 10

You receive 2 points in BOLT OF DARKNESS, bringing it to Novice 10

You receive 2 points in MENTAL RESISTANCE, bringing it to Novice 7

You receive 5 points in REGENERATION, bringing it to Practiced 20


Now, you did all of this while directly pursuing your PURPOSE.  Since this was the first time you have done something so spectacular in this pursuit, your rewards will be enhanced.  You receive an additional 10,000 experience and your TELEPORTATION Ability has been advanced one rank to Practiced.  This brings you up to level 7 and you now have 24 free Characteristic points to spend.  Spend them wisely and quickly.

We are entertained, but it seems you have made some powerful enemies this day.  Well, powerful from your perspective.  We do so look forward to seeing how this continues. ***


Duke reluctantly got out of the incredibly comfortable bed and padded to the bathroom.  As he performed his morning routine, pleasantly surprised that Baslin had similar cleansing enchantments as were available in the Leviathan area, he contemplated what to do about the 24 points waiting to be assigned.  Even with the training he had received in the past week, he was still unsure how he wanted to build his capabilities out from here.  The only thing he was sure about was that TELEPORTATION needed to be a major part of whatever he decided upon.

Although he fought with both magic and physical abilities, it seemed to him that his magic was the superior route.  Most likely since he continually failed to properly fight with weapons other than his bare hands.  This realization helped form the decision that he would focus on magic in the future but for now, he was going to bring all of his Characteristics up to at least 20.  This left him 9 free points which he poured into his Psyche.

Baslin’s voice interrupted him immediately afterwards, carrying across the room. “Duke, when you are done in there, put on the robes I left for you on the bed and come out and join me in the library.  We have much to go over and I’m not sure how much time we have to do so.”

Duke put on the robes the wizard had left for him and made his way to the library.  It only took him six wrong turns and eight different rooms filled with books before he found the actual library.  It was a room that seemed far too big to fit into the tower.  The ceiling stretched at least a hundred meters into the air, and it was easily three hundred meters across.  There were bookshelves upon bookshelves ringing the entire room and countless additional shelves filled with tome after tome.  He guessed that this library could hold millions of books.

Seated in a well-stuffed, leatherbound chair was Baslin with a rueful smile on his face as he watched Duke gawk around the room.  “Impressive, isn’t it?  There’s no better collection of tomes in all the kingdoms.  Come join me.”  Baslin gestured to a matching chair next to him.  Duke sauntered over and joined the ancient wizard.

“This is more than I expected.  Are these all books on magic?”  Duke still looked all around the room, trying to take it all in.

“Oh, no, not all of them.  There are at least a few hundred history books in here somewhere.  And novels.  Well, thousands upon thousands of novels dot these shelves.  But, yes, there are so many books on magic here, it would make even me jealous.  Thankfully, they are all mine!”  He gave Duke a mischievous look and continued, “I should cackle madly now, right?”

Duke smiled in response.  “Sorry about the furniture.  I kinda lost it last night.”

“I told you not to worry about it.  You are my apprentice and I’ll teach you how to fix it with a REPAIR spell.”

“About that, I don’t learn spells like everybody else.  Things are a bit different with me.”

“Oh?” Baslin raised an eyebrow in curiosity.

“Yeah, spells become Abilities after I learn them, or in some cases when I experience them.  I probably shouldn’t share that with other people, but since you are going to be teaching me, I figured you had to know, or things might get a bit weird.”

“Too right, my son.  That is indeed something I have never heard of before.  How exciting!  This is something we will explore together.  But first, let’s get to the two most important spells for you to learn, REPAIR and CLEANSE.  These two spells are not particularly powerful, but they offer significant convenience and every mage should have them in their arsenal.”  Baslin handed Duke a pair of books with a smile.  “I prepared these just for you while you were gone.  They contain the first four spells that I want you to learn.  Besides REPAIR and CLEANSE, there are IDENTIFY and SENSE MAGIC.  These four will give you a solid foundation that we can build from.  Go ahead and try to learn them on your own while I gather more for your training.”

Duke greedily accepted the books and went right to the CLEANSE spell.  He already had experience with the spell so he figured it might be easier to learn and absorb.  He read the spell information that included all sorts of descriptions of hand gestures and magical theory.  According to the book, one needed to form their intention, draw upon the magic of the world, and shape it using your will to cast the spell.  The hand gestures allowed the caster’s mind to focus their will and intention towards the spell’s effect.  If any of the three elements were not focused properly, the spell would fail.

Duke creased his brows as none of the magic he used worked remotely like in this description.  He turned to ask Baslin about it, but the mage had wandered off to a different section of the library.  Well, what have I got to lose.  Might as well try it.

Duke stood up, placing the books on the table with the first open to the CLEANSE spell instructions.  He focused his intent and performed the hand gestures as described, surprised at how dexterous his hands had become since adding his Characteristic points to Agility. He tried to connect to the magic of the world and shape it with his will. 

There was a momentary feeling of resistance in the air followed by a small flash of light and a wonderful feeling of “cleanness” that washed over him.  Duke smiled as he was greeted with a system notice.


***Congratulations, you have learned the spell CLEANSE.  As you leaned this from an instructional manual specifically made for you, your grasp of the spell is stronger than most.***

***The Spell “Cleanse” has successfully been absorbed.  You may now use it as an Ability at will for a small cost. ***

Duke checked his Abilities and sure enough, there was the CLEANSE Ability listed at Novice 1.  He smiled as he realized that he had skipped the entire Untrained rank.  Then he delved further into the other books, eager to learn as much as he could as fast as he could.

It took him nearly an hour to get the initial gestures down, but he managed to cast, learn, and absorb all four spells before Baslin returned with another armload of books.

“So, Duke, how is it going?  Have you encountered any difficulties or need anything explained more thoroughly?”

Duke laughed, “Nope, this seems to be going just fine.  I’ve got all four spells absorbed and ready to use as Abilities.”

Baslin raised an eyebrow, shook his head, and finally smiled.  “Truly, you are a strange one, Duke.  I have brought more books for you to study but I am concerned that they will not assist you as much as the spell tomes would.  How, exactly, do you turn Spells into Abilities?  It is something I, in all my years, have never heard of, let alone encountered.”

Duke smiled sheepishly with a shrug.  “I really can’t explain it much.  It just happens.  Sometimes just having a spell cast on me causes me to absorb it.  Sometimes, it has to be a number of castings.  But learning them from the books seems to be the fastest method.”

Duke paused for a moment before continuing with a question of his own. “Baslin, how many spells do you have to teach me for me to fulfil your apprentice quest?”

“Apprentice quest?  Interesting way to put it.  Never thought of it that way.  Perhaps if I had, I could…No.  Mustn’t stray so far in my thoughts.”  Baslin shook his head as if to shake stray thoughts away.  “I do not know if there is a set number of Spells that need to be learned.  There surely is a threshold in the number, but it is the mastery level that I believe matters more.  If you were to get at least one Spell up to Master rank, I expect that would be enough to fulfill my obligation.  What is your highest rank Spell?”

“That’s not exactly easy to say.  All my Spells have been made into Abilities.  My highest Abilities are TELEPORTATION and REGENERATION.  They are both at the Practiced rank.”

“Practiced?  What is that?  That is a rank I am not familiar with – and I should be familiar with all of the ranks.  Another mystery to unravel.  Anyway, how long have you been using them?”

Duke gave a pained smile.  “About two weeks.”

“Two weeks! How is that possible?”

“I’ve only been in this world for two weeks.  Feels like some sort of a curse to say it out loud though.  Like I might bust the illusion and bad things will happen.”

“Bust the illusion?  The illusion of life?”

“Something like that.”

Baslin visibly forced himself back on topic.  “You really mean to tell me that you have only had these Abilities for two weeks?  Truly?”

“Yes.  I’ve only been in this world for about two weeks now.”  Duke had a feeling he was sharing a dangerous level of information with Baslin, but he did share more than he had planned with Gefolich as well.  He was starting to wonder if he was being too paranoid.  It’s not like anyone could hurt his non-existent family back home.  No one knew his real name so what power could they hold over him knowing that he came from another world?

“That is remarkable.  Would you…Would you be willing to allow me to see your character sheet?”  Baslin seemed tentative for the first time since Duke had met him.

Duke pondered for a moment and asked a clarifying question.  “You won’t reveal any of this information to anyone else?”

“On my honor, I will not.”

“OK, you have my permission to see my character sheet.”  It was an odd sensation as Duke felt Baslin’s eyes penetrate below the surface and read his character information.

After a full two minutes, Baslin sat back down limply in the chair next to Duke.  “Astounding.  So many questions.  So many Abilities!  And no class?  And what race is this Seeded?” 

Duke shrugged.  “I don’t have too many answers for you but when I came here, I was told that the rules of this world wouldn’t particularly apply to me.  I think that is why Spells become Abilities for me and why I don’t have a Class.”

“There is likely some truth to that postulation.  Have you tried to take a Class?’

“Never been an option.”

“Hmm, I see.  And your Characteristics are so closely balanced besides Psyche.  They are significantly higher than I would have expected for your level.”  He paused in mid-thought.  “Again, levels without a Class.  So odd.  So fascinating.”

“I know, right?”  Duke couldn’t resist.

Baslin’s eyes snapped back into focus and locked onto Duke’s.  “Does anyone else know any of this at all?”

Duke shrugged again.  Doing way too much of that.  Where’s your spine, your decisiveness?  Get with it.  “Gefolich, the magic trainer for Leviathan knows that I am from another world but doesn’t really know everything else.”

“I see.  That’s manageable.  He is known to me and bears no love for the regime either.  Few of that faction do.  They are trapped in service to the whims of the king and his nobles.  I don’t know what the king has over them all but, my understanding is that it is extreme leverage.  It would have to be to hold such strong individuals captive.”

Duke perked up.  “I know what it is for some and I imagine that it is similar for others.  He holds items of power and loved ones hostage against their cooperation.  It’s truly evil.”

“As I told you from the start.” Baslin responded with some heat to his voice.  “Now, study those books for the next few hours.  After that, I am sending you out into the forest to hunt.  You need to get your Abilities up as well as your Level.  You will need to be at least Tier Two, but Three would be better, before you will be ready to confront the king’s lackeys.  They may be the pampered nobility, but they have training and resources that would make your head spin.  They gain levels in days that would take others years.  It is a good thing they are lazy and don’t truly pursue more than the basics that their increased levels and bought Skills and Abilities give them.  Now read.  I’ll be back for you when it’s time for lunch and your ‘outdoor’ training.”


****


Duke was deep into his fifth tome on magical theory when Baslin came back for him.  “Did you learn anything?”

“Honestly?  I have no idea.  My experiences with magic don’t seem to align with the theories in these tomes.  I am learning how it is supposed to work here, but I can honestly tell you that it doesn’t work that way for me.”

“Intriguing.  Care to explain?”  Baslin absently placed Duke’s lunch on the side table between chairs and sat down leaning forward with his full attention.

“Some of it is pretty basic.  For instance, spellcasting.  Everything here says you have to make the proper gestures to cast a spell.”

“Yes, somatic components are foundational knowledge.  Knowing the somatic groupings is as basic as knowing the schools of magic.”  Baslin nodded as he explained.

Duke chuckled.  “You see, that doesn’t quite work for me.  I can be sitting here like this,” Duke disappeared without a single motion, reappearing in a chair a few meters away.  “And without anything more than a thought, I can be over here.  No gestures, no grand connection to the magic of the world, no awkward forming of intent.  I just think about it, and it happens.”

Baslin continued to watch as Duke TELEPORTED all over the library with no pauses between, and no gestures needed.  “This changes so many things.  While I feel it is still important for you to understand how magic works for the rest of us, you can simply ignore the rules.  It must be tied to your use of magic as Abilities rather than Spells.  Do you know what this means?”

“Um, it means I can cast spells faster than anyone else.”

“Precisely.  You have no gesture lag.  There are Abilities that reduce gesture lag but even I still have to make the proper gestures.  You break such fundamental understandings that you will perplex any other mage you come up against.  This works tremendously in our favor.”

Duke smiled broadly.  “Now that’s what I wanted to hear.”

Baslin gestured to the tray on the table.  “Eat your lunch and meet me in the entrance foyer.  And be quick about it – it’s even more imperative that we advance you quickly!  And for you, particularly you, gaining levels and practical experience with your Abilities is the best way to do it.”

Duke quickly ate and joined Baslin in the entry foyer.

Before Duke could even speak, Baslin started handing him things. First was a jade ring, then a gilded headband with an enlarged eye carved in the front of it.  Finally, an amulet on a black leather cord.

“What’s all this stuff?”

“Oh, I’m not going to tell you.”  Baslin answered with a smirk.

“Oh, really?” Duke canted his head.

“Well, no, not really.  But I thought it might be funny.  Do you have any idea how long it has been since I have had someone I could jest with?  Anyway, the headband is really for my benefit.  It pairs to another that I will wear and will allow me to see what you see.  The amulet is an emergency shield should you encounter something far beyond your ability to handle.  And finally, the ring is one of my favorite creations.  It is the Ring of Rooms.”

“Ring of Rooms?”

“Great name, right?  It’s a ring that can store room after room of things.  Really, you could store everything in this tower within that ring.”

“That’s pretty amazing.”

“I like to think so.  I have been stuck in this tower for a very long time.  I used to be quite the alchemist as well, but there are only so many ingredients I can gather from such a small area around the tower.  You, on the other hand, can go collect all sorts of things out in the forest.  Please collect everything that seems odd or useful.  Definitely toss the corpses of everything you kill in there.  It’s willpower-based and with your Psyche, you should have no issues controlling it.”

“You bet.  I’ll toss everything into the ring, and you can make all the potions you like.”

“You have no idea.  Now get out there and go kill something!”

                “Just go out and go on a killing spree?”

                “Precisely.  There’s no one around for at least a hundred kilometers.  There are many monsters out and about in the area.  Go find them and use your abilities to kill them.  If you can find some way to do so with your TELEPORTATION Ability, that would be ideal.  As it is your highest ranked Ability, we should focus on getting it to Master as fast as possible.”

                “I’ll try and come up with something.  TELEPORTING up and dropping people seems to work pretty well.  Maybe I should do more of that.”

                “Until you run into something that can fly, glide, catch themselves on a tree on the way down, or is just too heavy for you to TELEPORT.  But, yes, by all means, stick to what you know works.  Once.  In a controlled arena setting. While being enhanced by an additional mysterious Ability you really know nothing about.”

                “Point taken.  I’ll experiment.”

                “Good, now go out and wreak havoc!”  Baslin gave Duke a not so gentle shove towards the door.

            

    
        Chapter 15

    
    
    
    
                An hour and countless TELEPORTATIONS later, Duke found himself kilometers away from the tower and starting to see signs of monster activity. There was one spot nearby where several trees had been uprooted and otherwise destroyed. Duke, naturally, decided to check out the area and see if he could find some trouble.


He carefully wound his way through the intervening trees trying to be as stealthy as possible. His Skill was only at Initiate rank, but it still afforded him some benefit. His steps were muffled, and he found it easier to find shadows to step between. In fact, the closer he got to the area, the deeper the shadows were becoming. Unnaturally so.


As he approached the clearing, he was crouched in deep shadows that were covering the entire area nearly blocking out the sunshine. Duke decided to try his SENSE MAGIC Ability since the shadows around him felt so strange, almost alive. His eyes glowed momentarily, and he could now see the striations and patterns of magic around him. He was surrounded by dark blues and purples, all glowing with magic. It seemed that even the very air around him was suffused with this magic. It made the Ability’s use almost pointless until he turned to the center of the destroyed area and saw a swirling mass of dark Mana coalesce into 10 figures of varying sizes and shapes.


Most of the figures were short humanoids, comparable to the goblins he fought so many days ago. Of them, most looked to be some sort of warrior type with leathery armor and short glowing swords but there were two humanoids that appeared different. One carried a bow and seemed less armored and the other was not armored at all but carried a staff topped with a gem glowing with dark purple Mana. There were also two wolflike creatures standing as tall as the humanoid’s shoulders. Finally, there was a massive bear-shaped creature.


Duke used his IDENTIFY Ability and quickly discovered that he was facing Umbral Goblins, a pair of Umbral wolves, and an Umbral Bear. He had no idea what that meant but he was absolutely sure that ten to one were not great odds even if he felt he could outclass all of them. A bit of strategy was needed here so he decided to rely on what Baslin had told him to do – use TELEPORT as much as he could in combat.


While the Umbral Goblins and their “pets” still seemed disoriented from their sudden arrival, Duke TELEPORTED high up into the nearest still-standing tree. He then sighted in on the Umbral Bear and attempted to TELEPORT it close to him to drop down on the group. He felt his Ability strain to do as he asked and with a spike of pain in his brain, failed to activate. Ouch! OK, I can’t grab living things off the ground and TELEPORT them. Got it.


Duke tried the next-best thing – he tried to TELEPORT a broken tree trunk above the group. With a similar, but lesser spike of pain, the Ability failed. OK, maybe over the weight limit? Duke decided on one more experiment before jumping into direct combat, especially since the group below was seeming to get itself organized, the Umbral Goblin with the staff issuing orders to “Start the hunt!” Duke wasn’t sure what that meant exactly, but he was sure it was not a good thing.


Duke TELEPORTED the Umbral Goblin’s staff right out of its hands as it was pointing the direction it wanted the group to go. The confused look on its face was gold in Duke’s eyes as he quickly IDENTIFIED the staff before moving on to the next phase of his Plan C.


*** Umbral Staff of Darkness

This staff was created to house an Umbral Gem and allow the wielder to channel Dark mana with greater efficiency and effect for spellcasting. Do not use this staff with Light mana!

+ 5% Dark Mana spell effects

-5% Dark Mana required for spellcasting

-95% Light Mana spell effects

+95% Light Mana required for spellcasting


***


Duke noted the effects and immediately changed his plans into a “this is going to be awesome or suck horribly” direction. He began to channel Light Mana into the gem as fast as he could. Quickly, the gem glowed with a bright purple light that rapidly brightened and lightened as he poured more Mana into it. In moments it was so bright that the Umbral Goblins took notice and spotted him up in the trees. The gem started to shudder in his hand and throw off sparks. Duke sensed it was time to let go and he TELEPORTED the staff with its glowing gem back into the pack of Umbral Goblins.


The Goblin shaman shrieked and dove for cover. The rest just stared at the gem as it exploded from the overload of conflicting Mana types. Shards of the gem and crackling energy launched all over the clearing, striking all the Umbral Goblins to some degree. As the goblins tried to get back to their feet, Duke TELEPORTED down to the shaman and punched it with a LIGHTNING-charged fist as it pushed up from the ground. LIGHTNING exploded outwards, slamming the goblin back down to the ground unmoving.


The rest of the goblins and their beasts charged him and Duke simply TELPORTED behind the last one, blasting it with a LIGHT BOLT. The LIGHT BOLT struck hard and staggered the goblin, but it didn’t go down. The rest skidded to various stops and turned back, but the bear had moved more sideways than forward in the charge and was upon Duke before he could act further. The bear charged into Duke with a slash of its massive left paw. Duke realized just how big the thing was as the paw struck his entire torso, sending him spinning through the air and into an already splintered tree.


Duke didn’t try to extricate himself from the splinters, he immediately TELEPORTED back up to his perch. He glanced at his Health and saw that the bear had taken more than 15% of it in one swipe. He suddenly decided to take this fight a whole lot more seriously. And then an arrow struck him. He flexed his will and his magic and the goblin’s bow was now in his hands. “Fuck you shorty!” He had no arrows to use, but at least the goblin couldn’t plunk him again.


His reprieve was short as the tree shook from an enormous impact. Duke looked to see the bear alternately slamming its shoulder into the tree and tearing into it with its enormous claws. He was sure the tree would not last long. His REGENERATION had kicked in and the bleeding from the wounds given by the bear’s claws were starting to close so he tried to take as long as he could to recover but he knew his time was short. With the shaking of the tree, he couldn’t get a bead on what the rest of the goblins were doing but the two wolves were barking and howling at the base of the tree waiting for their morsel to come down.


Duke channeled LIGHTNING again and aimed for the bear this time. It might have been at the limit of his range, but he hoped the extra Mana channeled into the spell would make up for it. The bear slammed into the tree one last time as the crack of the LIGHTNING was matched with the crack of the tree’s trunk. Duke felt the tree begin to fall and attempted to TELEPORT back to the ground away from where the tree was falling.


He managed to land somewhat unsteadily on his feet and the wolves were on him almost instantly. He could also see the glowing swords of the rest of the goblins close behind. Panic washed over him for a brief moment as one of the wolves chomped down on his wrist, but years of air combat training had taught him to act in the moment and assess later. He knew that he had used up over 200 points of Mana so far in the fight, but that wasn’t even half of what he possessed so he decided to push things to the limit. He was not a simple victim of this goblin band. He was Duke, and Duke didn’t get taken down by fricking goblins!


With a scream of rage, he pushed his Abilities to their upper limits, chaining TELEPORTS and LIGHTNING as he danced between, around and through the Umbra Goblins and the two Umber Wolves. A bit over 400 Mana later, he stood, panting in the destroyed forest clearing surrounded by charred bodies. He could feel his left wrist starting to heal from where the Umbra Wolf had savaged it. He had channeled his first LIGHTING directly through the beast causing it to explode with gore.


He used his two new favorite new Abilities, CLEANSE and REPAIR to put himself back to rights and was startled as he heard Baslin’s voice. “That was spectacular, Duke! You have taken your gesture lag advantage to heart and blitzed your enemies. That was something to watch – it happened so fast; I couldn’t keep up. Now, collect everything with the ring and I’ll walk you through how to close that gate.”


“Are you sure we want to close it? I’m sure that I’ll get great experience from these kills. They seemed to be able to take more punishment than most things I have fought so it should be pretty solid. Maybe even two levels worth if I am truly lucky. Why not just wait here for the next group to come through and take them out as well.”


“While there is some merit to that thought, I think you will get more experience from closing the portal. This is a gate to the Umbra, a realm of darkness and madness. It’s truly a blight upon this world and disturbing that I hadn’t noticed its existence. If the gate stays open too long, something well beyond your ability may find it and squeeze through. Then you would be well and truly screwed. Better to close it and figure out how it came to be in the first place. I’m certain we will find more things for you to kill.”


“OK, you’ve sold me. I’m missing so many pieces of knowledge of this world it is somewhat intimidating. Let’s get this gate closed.”


Baslin walked Duke through the process to close the gate, which turned out to be rather simple – destroy the anchor which was located at the base of the gate. It took Duke one solid blow with a large hammer that just happened to be in the Ring of Rooms. The portal winked out and the clearing came back to light and life. Duke had not realized that the sounds of the forest had ceased until he heard them start up again. He made a mental note to pay better attention to his surroundings in the future.


Putting the bodies into the ring of rooms was easy enough. All he had to do was touch each body and will it into the ring. They all disappeared one by one into the storage space. In minutes, he had cleared the area of the bodies and all their remaining gear. He then turned to examining the site of the gate.


The shattered gate anchor was made of some sort of ebon stone that crumbled to dust at his touch. The rest of the gate had apparently been made of energy and had dissipated when the anchor was broken. Duke shrugged and prepared to move on. There were undoubtedly more creatures out there to kill and level up from. It was then that he noticed a notification flashing in the corner of his eye. He shrugged and opened it up.


***Congratulations! You have completed a quest!


Quest Name: Seek and Destroy


Well done! You not only identified the source of the evil in the forest, but you destroyed it going beyond what you were asked to do. For exceeding the tenets of this quest, you will receive additional rewards.


Experience Earned: 5,000 + 1,500 (6,500 total)

Your reputation with the Druidic Council has increased

You have been granted a minor loot box


Continue to complete quests for additional rewards.


***


Well, that seems awfully convenient. Is somebody playing with me out there? I just happened to stumble on the thing I need to complete the first quest from when I arrived on this world. Yeah, somebody’s got a firm hold of my chain and is pulling me along. The real question is whether I go along with it or not. It seems to be rewarding me so far and this one wasn’t really that hard. Maybe for now.


Duke turned to head out for more exploration but nearly tripped over something that wasn’t there before. A softly glowing, iron-banded wooden chest the size of his head was resting at his feet. Duke kneeled down next to the chest and opened it. He was greeted with the glowing sight of magic and wealth. He quickly used his IDENTIFY and SENSE MAGIC Abilities on the contents and was greeted with some delightful results.


***You have found an Elven Dagger of Sharpness. This intricately carved blade resembles an elongated, serrated leaf with a diagonally stylized hilt and cross guard in the style of a branch. The metal is unknown to you at this time but you are able to discern that it is enchanted to always remain sharp and will repair itself of minor damage. ***


***You have found 23 gemstones of varying types and sizes. They are completely mundane but may prove valuable. Perhaps if you had any skill in appraisal, you would have a better idea. ***


***You have found a bag of coins. There are 176 gold coins within this bag. ***


Duke quickly added the chest to his ring, separating the contents into different areas by instinct. With a new bounce in his step, he continued his patrol into the forest, TELEPORTING his way along, looking for anything else to fight. His Mana and Health regeneration quickly brought him back up to full in a matter of minutes. He felt invincible. The universe, of course, felt otherwise.

            

    
        Chapter 16

    
    
    
    
                He had just cleared his way past a copse of thick trees and was pausing to re-orient himself when one of those trees shot out and slammed into him.  Hard.  He crashed through several smaller trees before coming to a stop amongst a pile of broken branches against the trunk of a larger tree.  He could barely breathe through the pain of broken bones.  He could tell that his REGENRATION was trying to repair his body, but there was so much damage that he wasn’t sure it could keep up.  His Health had nearly bottomed out.

Worse, still, he could hear the crashing of trees as whatever struck him approached, shaking the ground with each step.  He waited for three seconds as his Health ticked back up to 16% before he heard whatever it was get close enough to reach him again.  He TELEPORTED another hundred meters away, thankful that his Ability prevented him from arriving within an object.  He was greeted by a deafening bellow.  “I can still smell you little one.  Come back and I will end you quickly.”  This was followed by more earthshaking steps in his direction.

“Get out of there!”  Baslin’s voice was filled with uncharacteristic panic as Duke failed yet again to get back on his feet. 

“Leg’s still broken.  Come on Regen.  Fix it so I can at least stand.”  Duke TELEPORTED again to get some more distance.  And that is when the trees started flying in his direction.  Not branches, not tree limbs, entire uprooted trees.

Duke TELEPORTED again and again, trying to get some distance between himself and whatever was chasing him.  Not knowing where he was, it was purely line-of-sight which did not do a whole lot of good in the forest.  He mused as he “ran” that at least he could change directions quickly so that whatever was chucking trees at him couldn’t easily get a bead on him.

Duke had raced away for nearly half a minute in a full panic before he emerged into another clearing, this one much larger than the last.  His REGENERATION had caught up enough that he was finally able to stand on his own two feet and quickly TELEPORTED to the far side of the clearing, nearly a kilometer away but was still able to see the monstrosity as it burst out through the trees.

The thing stood somewhere around 40 meters tall and looked like an oversized, misshapen man.  It was hunchbacked and appeared to have lumpy growths all over its body.  A body that was disturbingly on display.  It wore no clothing and Duke could clearly see that it was male.  It was not a sight that he ever wanted to repeat.

“That is a forest giant.  It must be old for it to have grown this large.  You need to keep running.  You are lucky it didn’t kill you with its first blow.  Go!”  Baslin was barely holding his panic down.

“Could you kill it?”  Duke answered, his mind trying to come up with something of a strategy.

“I am a grand Archmage.  Of course, I could kill it.  But that is not the point.”

“That is exactly the point, Baslin.  I need to be able to kill things like this if I am to take on a whole fucking kingdom.”

“You are not ready for anything like this.  It nearly killed you with a playful kick.  You’re not going to kill it with a few little spells and some punches.  You NEED TO RUN!”  Baslin was shouting at this point.  Trying desperately to get Duke to see reason.

“No, I’m not going to run.  I’m going to kill this bastard.”  Duke set his jaw as the forest giant started running with an earthshaking, lumbering gait across the meadow.

“I see yooouu, little one.  I’m gonna eat you whole!”  There were times Duke loved his XENOGLOSSIA Ability.  Being able to understand everything said was an amazing Ability.  This was not one of those times.  The fact that he nearly constantly had to keep TONGUES active so that others could understand him also was an annoyance. But, despite all that, he had bigger problems to worry about right now.

“Come and get me!”  Duke taunted as the giant threw yet another tree at him causing him to TELEPORT to the side.  Thankfully, it was far enough away that Duke could dodge it easily.

The giant obliged, charging across the clearing and eating up the ground quickly.  Duke, for his part, stood his ground, waiting for the giant to reach him, taking every second he could to restore his resources.  By the time the giant arrived, Duke had REGENERATED back to 80% of his HP and his Mana sat at 73%.  It was the best he was going to get for now and he prepared for the giant’s attack.  Baslin, for his part, just watched and hoped Duke would survive, his hopes of freedom dying ever so slightly more with every lumbering stomp of the giant.

The giant slid to a stop, surprisingly agile in front of Duke, grinning now that its prey had decided to stop running and fight.  It squatted and slammed an enormous hammer fist down onto Duke.  The tank-sized fist slammed into the ground, sending earth squirting out the sides, pulverizing anything beneath its strike.

Duke, for his part, was decidedly not there.  He used the moment where the giant lost sight of him to TELEPORT onto the thing’s humpback.  As the giant raised his fist up to his face to inspect the squished human, his eyes opened wide as seeing nothing there but crushed loam.  He quickly looked around himself for the pesky, fleeing human but could find nothing.

Duke finished his stealthy climb to the base of the giant’s neck and prepared his wild scheme.  He began to OVERCHANNEL his LIGHTING Ability, dumping almost his entire remaining Mana pool, a full 500 additional Mana into the Ability.  With a hope and a prayer, he unleashed the spell into the base of the unsuspecting giant’s neck.

There was an enormous thunderclap as the over 500 Mana exploded in a LIGHTNING bolt the size of Duke’s chest.  Duke felt a surge of strange energy as the massive blast struck perfectly, driving deeply into the giant’s brain stem and exploding out its mouth.  The flow of Duke’s Mana had changed slightly as he unleashed his LIGHTNING, as if it flowed more smoothly and with greater vigor.

***You have struck a nearly perfect critical blow against your foe.  Your damage has been increased by 195%. ***

Duke rode the collapsing giant’s body to the ground as he barely remained conscious from the backlash of the electrical explosion.  The giant crashed down to the ground, knocking trees down from an expanding shockwave and Duke was catapulted off its back and into the treeline.  He bounced off a thick trunk and collapsed face-first on the ground.

He had planned to wait until he was back to full before continuing but was interrupted by Baslin.  “Collect the corpse, boy.  Before it attracts anything else.”

“Boy?  I’m a fully-grown man.”

“Duke, I’m centuries old.  You’re just a child in comparison.  And you make terrible decisions. Now quit stalling and get to work.  Collect the corpse and get back here.  That is enough for one day.  Besides, that one corpse alone is enough crafting materials to keep me busy for months!”

“Glad you’re happy.”

“Glad you survived your ill-advised adventure.  You really put everything you had into a single shot and hoped it would work?”

“That’s kind of my-“

 “What kind of an idiot are you!  What were you going to do if that didn’t work?  You had nothing left for backup!”

 “I had enough for a few TELEPORTS.”

“Really?  That was your backup plan?  You need to do better.  WE need to do better.  It seems I have a lot of training to provide you before I send you out again.  There are things out there that make that giant look like a child’s toy.  You need to be ready for them.”

Duke was amazed when the giant’s corpse was absorbed by the ring.  Too amazed to continue the conversation until his Mana and Health topped off some time later.

“Baslin, how far away would you say I am from the tower?”

“At least ten kilometers at this point.  It’s going to take you a while to get back here, even with your TELEPORTING.”

“And how far would you say that the Umbral Gate was from the tower?”

“About seven kilometers or so.  Why do you ask?”

Duke smiled even though Baslin couldn’t see his facial expression.  I’ll be back in a jiffy.  See, I TELEPORTED all the way across this clearing fairly effortlessly and that was about a kilometer.  By the amount of strain, I figure my limit is considerably further than that.  I’m going to test my limits and see just how far I can go in one jump.”

“Do be careful.”

“Don’t worry, I still have the amulet of Emergency Shielding you gave me.”

“Do you now?” Baslin asked with the hint of a smile in his words.

Duke reached up to his neck only to find that the amulet was gone.  The realization that it had saved his life at some point suddenly started to sink in.

“And that, my student, is just one of the reasons why I told you to run away.  The giant would have killed you with its first blow if not for that amulet.  The damage you took afterwards was from bouncing off trees and the like.  Despite your fantastic REGENERATION ability, you are still what we mages call a Glass Cannon.  You can deal out a tremendous amount of damage, but you can’t really take nearly as much as you can give.”

Duke felt a shudder run down his spine as he realized just how close he came to becoming paste.  He shook off the feeling and concentrated on teleporting as far as he could towards the tower.  As it turned out, it took three TELEPORTATIONS to get back to the tower.  Duke estimated that he could TELEPORT about four kilometers at his current limit but for that kind of distance, he had to know where he was going.  Baslin confirmed it as well.


***

When Duke arrived, Baslin whisked him away to one of his workshops.  There, he transferred the items from the ring to individual storage spaces scattered throughout the workshop.  He handed the ring back to Duke with a smile.  “Keep the rest of what’s in here although the only item worth much of anything is the dagger.  It’s a relatively standard enchantment but it does a fine job at what it’s designed for so I’m sure you’ll find some use for it.”

“Thanks.” Duke responded absentmindedly as he looked around the workshop.  “What I’m more interested in is just what you are going to craft out of the giant?”

Baslin stared at the various workstations around the room as his face lit up with excitement.  “That is the best part…I have no idea yet!  Isn’t that grand?  Ingredients I haven’t seen in ages and maybe, perhaps, even something I haven’t seen before from the Umbra Goblins.  Oh, yes, this is going to keep me busy for years!  Thank you for bringing them to me.”

“So, I should just…go back to the library?” Duke asked, reluctant to interrupt the man’s excitement.

“Oh yes, yes, yes.  Go absorb some more knowledge.  I will join you again tomorrow once I have some plans for all this stuff.  New materials!  Woo hoo!”  Baslin was practically dancing around the room setting up equipment and making thousands of adjustments as he changed his mind over and over again.

Duke realized rather quickly that he had lost the man for some time and retreated to the library to find something to read and learn from.  Eventually, he did find some books on magic and magic spells that he decided to read before calling it a day and crashing out in his room.

            

    
        Chapter 17

    
    
    
    
                When Duke woke up, he had the expected slew of notifications.

***

Oh my, did you have a busy day yesterday!  That was thrilling to watch.  We are quite pleased with your performance.  Let’s get some of the sundry out of the way right off the get go.

First off, you killed a number of Umbral creatures and destroyed the Umbral Gate that was the known source of evil lurking in the forest.  What else could be out there?  We wonder.  Did you think you got all the Umbral creatures that came through the gate?  Really?  Intriguing.

Secondly, you had that near-death experience with the forest giant.  Let me give you a small hint on this one.  If you use your one lifesaving item up in the opening blow of a fight, you probably shouldn’t stay and fight.  And yet, you managed to kill the thing with one massive blast.  That reminds us of something about an orc or some such creature.  Is this how you are going to approach your life from now on?

Regardless, you entertained us greatly and are to be rewarded.  How does 35,550 experience sound?  Not enough?  Tough.  That’s all you get.  You have rapidly climbed to level 11 and now have 24 Characteristic points to spend.  Think carefully about how you want to approach the rest of your life as you spend these.  Some decisions have lasting consequences.

You used a smaller set of Skills and Abilities today so your advancement will become more focused if you keep this up.

Your REGENERATION has increased to Practiced level 25.

Your TELEPORTATION has increased to Practiced level 24.

Your LIGHTNING has increased to Initiate 13

Your OVERCHANNEL has increased to Initiate 2

Your IDENTIFY has increased to Novice 2

Your SENSE MAGIC has increased to Novice 2

Your SIMULCASTING has increased to Initiate 12

Now that you are taking active steps to level yourself up, things will get far more fun!

***

                Duke sat in bed for a bit processing all the new information.  With the new levels, his Health was approaching 1,000 and his Mana had passed beyond that mark.  He was feeling good about his progress but there was something in that message that definitely bothered him.  It was also something that Baslin had pointed out – he was quickly becoming a one-trick pony with only one way to take out an enemy.  If he ran into something resistant to LIGHTNING, he might be in trouble.  He also recalled something from an earlier message about learning how to use TELEPORTATION offensively.  He could use it to steal an opponent’s weapons or send them falling but both of those required him to overpower their will.  I guess that tells me where I need to focus my Characteristic points.

                Duke pulled up his Character Sheet and put 20 of his 24 free points into Psyche to bring it up to 49.  He paused for a moment and added another point.  This left him with three.  He added one each to Agility, Reason, and Intuition.  The boost to his stats had pushed his maximum Mana to nearly 1,700.  He came to a sudden and unwelcome realization as he reviewed this Abilities, Characteristics, and other information – his Ability damage output was not keeping pace with his Health.  If everything out there leveled like he did, he was going to have to OVERCHANNEL every shot just to be able to take something out with his same Health.  He had some serious thinking and experimenting to do.

              He found himself musing about different tactics and approaches as he found his way back to Baslin’s labs.  The man was still deeply involved in all the various crafting projects he had jumped on after Duke’s return.  Right now, he was using some sort of glowing magic to reshape one of the giant’s teeth.  The energy seemed to be condensing and shaping the tooth into an oval shape with a concave front.  Duke’s first impression was that he was making it into some sort of shield.

            “What are you making there?”  Duke decided to skip all the conjecture and just ask.

            Baslin looked up from his project with wide eyes, apparently startled by Duke’s interruption.  “I…I’m making a shield.  The giant’s teeth are extremely dense so compressing one of his front teeth into this shape will make for an extraordinarily strong shield.  It will need enchantments to reduce the weight but that is a fairly pedestrian enchantment for a shield.”

           Duke watched as Baslin used some form of magic to send the shield over to a pile of other crafted items.  There had to be dozens of things in the pile, and he was pretty sure that pile wasn’t there when he had last seen Baslin.

          “Have you been crafting all this time?”  Duke asked, his voice tinged with concern.

          “Of course.  But it’s only been a few hours.”

          “Baslin, it’s been more than a few hours.  Maybe ten or more hours since I got back.  I am getting ready to head out again and see what trouble I can find today.  Any goblin warrens or monster strongholds you know of that are close by?”

          Baslin responded absently, “No, I wiped them all out when I built the tower.  Not good to have such unruly neighbors, you know.”

          “So, what was in the area before you took over?”

          “Oh, there were some goblins in the hills to the north, but they all ran when I showed up.”  He paused on his latest project with a passing thought.  You know, there was a passage to the underworld in the hills too.  I never bothered with it as nothing dared come out and bother me in the early days.  There might still be something there and this close to the surface, it shouldn’t be anything too terrible.  You should go check it out.”

         Duke smiled at the thought and started to leave the room before Baslin called him back.  “Do you even know where you are going, idiot?”

         “I, um, was going north to the hills.  It shouldn’t be that hard to find, right?”

         Baslin huffed, “Come on over here.  Let me share some map information with you.”

        Duke joined Baslin feeling somewhat confused.  Map information?  He continued to be confused when Baslin placed a hand on his forehead and concentrated.  He then paused, puzzled and tried again.

        “Do you not have a personal map?”

        “A personal map?  Wow, that would be a great thing to have, but no.  I have nothing like that.  Everything is just based on my knowledge of navigation from my past life.  I have a generally good sense of direction so that helps.”

        “Well, this complicates things again.  Hold on a moment.  I think I have a…”  He trailed off as he appeared to be looking for something in a storage item.  “Ah yes, here we are.”  He handed Duke a scroll case.

        Duke opened it up and took the scroll out.  It was not, as he anticipated, a spell scroll.  It was, in fact, a map of the surrounding area.  He looked quizzically at Baslin.  “If everyone has a personal map, why do you have this hardcopy?”

       “Hardcopy?  That is an odd word but accurate enough for this purpose, I suppose.  Let me ask you a question.  What happens to an individual’s personal map when they die?”

       “It…goes away?” Duke responded after a moment of thought.

       “Indeed, it does go away.  There are a few methods to retrieve such things if you have sufficient magic and are relatively quick about it but for the vast majority of people, it all goes away in the end.  That is why maps and other important documents are drawn up physically as well.  You can use this map for now and update it as you go along.  The entrance is clearly marked so you should be able to find it relatively easily.”

        “Thanks.  That’s a big help.  Duke studied the map carefully before placing it in his storage.  “I am wondering if I can use the map as a guide to TELEPORT to a location I haven’t been to before.”

        Baslin seemed to ponder the question for a minute before responding.  “It is possible, I suppose, but I would caution you against trying it unless you are in trouble and need to do so to get out of somewhere.  The consequences of TELEPORTING into the wrong spot could easily be fatal.”

        Duke shook his head wistfully.  “I don’t think they would be for me.  My Ability seems to shift me to the closest safe position when I use it.  But, just to be safe, I’ll only try it in a safer setting, like into a meadow that I don’t know or something like that.”

         “Just be careful.  I know risk seems to be something you seek out but don’t take too many unnecessary ones.  I’ve grown fond of having someone here to entertain me and you certainly fit that bill.”

        “Right.  Time for your entertainer to head south.  Wish me luck!”  Duke headed out of the lab and worked his way through the tower and out the doors.  Recalling what he saw on the map, Duke started his TELEPORT hopping to rapidly cover ground towards his destination. 

         With his increased Mana pool, he was able to TELEPORT more than a hundred times before his pool started getting low.  Even then, his Mana regeneration was insane with his Psyche cranked up so high.  It only took a matter of minutes to refill his pool from nearly empty.  It wasn’t fast enough to recover much mana across the span of a fight, but afterwards, it would come back quickly.

          It took him less than an hour to reach the area of entrance marked on the map.  He spent the next hour scouting the area as stealthily as he could because it was crawling with strange creatures.  They were tall and lean with pale, mottled skin, but what stood out most sharply were their eyes.  Their eyes glowed with fiery orange-red light that almost seemed like they had flames dancing in their pupils. They wore scraps of clothing, some even having some sort of armor.  Few carried weapons but their talons seemed deadly enough to not need supplementing.

         The creatures moved in groups of three which seemed to correspond to their three-fingered hands.  They spoke in low grunts and growls that slipped through their fanged teeth at barely above a whisper.  Duke studied the dozen groups of three he had spotted from his perch up in the trees for a good while.  They never looked up which Duke found odd but was eternally grateful for.

         Eventually, one trio came close enough to his tree that Duke was able to IDENTIFY the creatures.  They were called Twilight Stalkers and they did not seem particularly tough.  He decided that it was high time that he started experimenting again.  As they passed by, he reached out and focused on one creature in particular.  This one was slightly taller than the rest of its trio and was one of the few that wore any armor.  It had an ill-fitting chain shirt that seemed draped over its frame as if it were made for someone with considerably more girth.

                Duke watched the Twilight Stalker as it moved away from the cave with its two companions.  It occasionally hissed at another trio who all seemed to shrink away from its presence.  His conclusion was that this was the leader of the group.  If not by talent, then by brutal presence.  Duke watched it closely, plotting the perfect time to strike.

                The creature moved further away from the mouth of the cave and Duke prepared his attack.  He gathered his energy and began to OVERCHANNEL a POISON DART to send at his target.  As his concentration hit its peak and he had his strike precisely aimed, his concentration was interrupted by an intense stab of pain in the back of his head as a trio of talons sliced deeply, scraping on bone.

                Duke spun his head around, spraying blood behind himself, to see a pair of glowing eyes staring back at him while the creature that had snuck up on him hung down from a nearby branch by its taloned feet.  Duke released his POISON DART at the creature despite its near disruption.  The dart struck true, causing the creature to hiss in pain and spasmondically release its grip.  It plummeted out of the tree, striking numerous branches as it fell to the ground twitching as injury and poison wracked its body before finally stilling.

                The commotion of the falling Stalker roused the rest of the creatures, especially the other two thirds of the trio who had taken up positions in trees surrounding Duke.  He was shocked at how easily they had snuck up on him, reminding him that he was perhaps not the apex predator that he had thought himself to be.

                He heard their hisses more clearly as they all oriented upon him and converged.  Hisses of “Intruder!” and “Get him!” were intermixed with general cries of alarm and anger.  Duke’s plan had completely fallen apart and he saw dozens of the creatures boiling out of the cave to swarm towards his position.  Reflexively, he TELEPORTED to a new spot above the cave entrance, ten meters above the ground.

                From his new vantage, he could see the tribe of Stalkers cast about themselves confused as to where their prey had gotten to.  The two who had been in the trees next to his previous position leapt and slashed at the spot where he had been before landing on the tree having struck nothing.

                Clever.  They were checking to see if I had some form of stealth ability to hide from them.  Is there some way I can use that to my advantage?  Perhaps.

                Duke took the momentary chaos of the Stalkers to try something he had been thinking of on his journey out to the cave entrance.  He focused on his previous perch and tried to make that the origin point of a spell.  He focused his mind, his will, and all his effort in having the spell originate from that point and strike another Stalker on the ground near the base of the tree.  Pain spiked through his head as something clicked into place in his mind.

***Congratulations!  You have crafted a new Ability – REMOTE CASTING

You are able to change the origination point of a spell so that the spell extends from a point separate from you.  You must have line of sight to the casting origination point and the range at which you can remotely cast a spell is limited to the effective range of the original spell.  Casting a spell in this manner triples all mana requirements of the spell.  At higher levels, these restrictions will lessen. ***

                Duke smiled as the headache vanished as fast as it had appeared, his REGENERATION having quickly repaired whatever damage had been done in his efforts.  He set his spell origination point to where he had been hiding and poured fully three hundred and forty-five mana into a LIGHTNING strike.

                The spell arced down from the tree limb, striking a trio of Stalkers before branching out and striking half a dozen more.  Most went down from the strike, but a pair still stood woozily.  The reaction from the rest was nearly instantaneous. 

                The Stalkers tore up the tree, their talons sending bark and branches exploding to the ground.  They swarmed the area where the spell had originated and, in moments, the tree had been cut to pieces.  The Stalkers moved with a speed and ferocity that alarmed Duke.  He had thought this was just another casual encounter like the Umbral Goblins had turned out to be.  These creatures, however, were far faster than him and struck with their talons with alarming power.  Duke was prepared to TELEPORT away and come up with a new plan when he heard something from deeper in the cave.  It was faint, but clearly not the voice of a Stalker, but rather a voice that struck him with some familiarity.  His plans altered yet again.

                Angered hissing turned towards him as a Stalker finally spotted him, turning the entire tribe in his direction.  He hesitated, debating how to fight these beasts.  They did not.  The entire group charged towards him, scrambling up the cliff face at the speed of an Olympic sprinter.  His hesitation cost him as he TELEPORTED away a moment too late.  He received a nasty gash across his stomach, the claws easily ripping through protection and flesh alike.

               He appeared on the far side of the clearing around the cave entrance, well behind the swarming Stalkers.  Taking a quick look at his status, he realized that he was already down to 55% of his health and 78% of his mana.  He was regenerating both health and mana rapidly at a rate of around ten points per second, but he couldn’t keep allowing himself to be ripped into like that.  That last slice had nearly spilled his entrails all over the place.  The cut was deep and painful, making any attempt at stealth nearly pointless with his labored breathing and rapidly forming blood trail.

              Duke switched to a hit and run approach, striking with various spells as he TELEPORTED around the area.  As the Stalker’s numbers dwindled, Duke found his reserves likewise dwindling.  He was able to keep ahead of the claws for the most part, only being hit a few more times with glancing blows before they all were down.  Despite his successes, he was in rough shape.  He was down to 25% health and 20% mana. 

             Cautiously, he looked over the corpses of the Twilight Stalkers while he regenerated health and mana.   It only took a few minutes outside of combat, but Duke was quickly coming to the realization that he couldn’t solely rely on his REGENERATION in combat.  Things just happened too quickly.  Sure, he could regenerate his full health in under two minutes but two minutes in combat was an awful long time.  After gathering up all the loot he could find on the corpses as well as the corpses themselves, he cast REPAIR and CLEANSE to get himself back into presentable shape.  Those might not be his most powerful spells, but he was rapidly growing very fond of them.

            He obtained a total of 11 items that struck him as interesting, a large sum of copper coins, over four hundred silver coins, seventeen gold coins, and a pair of minor crystals.  All of which were put into the ring of rooms for later evaluation.  Being fully restored, he decided it was time to venture into the cave and see if what he heard was real or a trick of acoustics.
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                As stealthy and silent as he could manage, he crept into the cave relying on the light filtering in from the twenty-meter-tall entrance.  The area was littered with rocks mostly worn smooth from the passage of countless creatures over the years and the drip of mineral-laden water.  The air within the cave was cooler than outside, but still comfortable if a bit damp.  Duke could see several stalactites dripping water down to the cave floor, many dripping onto stalagmites and more than a few had formed columns as the two met.  Besides the sound of dripping water, there was little more to note in the auditory spectrum.

Duke carefully placed each step, unwilling to trust his footing as he moved in across the wet floor.  The floor, thankfully, was in no way smooth as evidence of the Stalkers’ passage was clear by the countless claw marks on the floor and nearly every surface he could readily see. He proceeded on into the cave.

Several minutes later, he came upon the Stalkers’ camp.  There were simple dwellings made from skins stretched over sticks and, in some cases, bones.  There was also a central fire pit that showed little evidence of recent use.  There was, however, a sizable pile of firewood resting beside it.  The most notable feature, however, was the two individuals tied to pillars near the firepit.

Duke quickly approached the two figures and smiled when he saw they were both alive.  Unconscious, but alive.  He could work with that.  He pulled out his Elven Dagger of Sharpness, realizing that it was the only blade he had on him, and cut their bonds.  It was a simple matter to catch each of the two captives as they fell limply into his arms.  He put them down, resting them against pillows he pulled out of the Ring of Rooms and stood watch over them.

It took about an hour and a splash of water, but the pair finally awoke.  Duke was sitting across from them when they awoke, surprised to see that they were free of their bonds.  Seeing Duke opposite them was an even greater surprise.

“Duke?  Is that really you?”

“Yes, Elaine.  It really is me.”

“Thank the gods.  Where are the Twilight Stalkers?”

Duke smiled at the pair.  “Good to see you both again.  I can’t wait to hear the story on how you wound up like this though.  Don’t worry, the Stalkers won’t be bothering us.  It’s been a few hours since I killed them all.”

“You killed them all?”  Elaine gasped.  “But there were at least a score of them and they were so fast.  They overwhelmed us before we even knew they were there.  How did you kill them?”

Duke replied deadpan, “The application of overwhelming firepower with extreme prejudice.”  The pair stiffened in confusion and worry at Duke’s response.  He gestured down with his hands towards the floor in an attempt to calm them.  “I was observing the creatures and they ambushed me.  Sneaky bastards that they were.  They damn near killed me, but I have gotten a lot stronger since we last met.”

“So it would seem.” Grat responded, the druid levering himself to his feet shakily.  “Thank you for the rescue.  I’m fairly certain that we were to be their next big meal.  That, or a sacrifice to whatever god those monsters worship.”

“Glad I was here to interrupt their plans then.  Have you had any luck finding the ‘great evil’ in the forest?  That was your mission, right?”

Elaine nodded. “Yes, that is our mission.  We found evidence of an eldritch incursion deeper in the forest.  There was a desiccated corpse and the remains of an eldritch tentacle attached to it.  There was also wreckage of some strange metal conveyance that was burned beyond recognition.  On top of that, there was a clear line of effect for the fire which leads us to believe that it was a temporary gate that closed before the eldritch being could fully come through.”

Grat jumped in, his voice heightened with excitement.  “But that is not all.  We found evidence elsewhere of a potential Umbral Gate as well.  Two extraplanar gates in such close proximity is rather a grave concern.  We have to find this gate and close it before it weakens the planar barrier even further.”

Duke interrupted.  “What is that about a planar barrier and what does its strength mean?  It sounds rather serious.”

“Indeed, Duke.”  Elaine jumped in as she also got to her feet.  “I don’t know the true workings of such things but what I know is this: The planar barrier keeps all manner of outside influences from gaining a foothold in our world.  Should a strong enough presence force its way into Teldin, it would be a world-wide disaster.  They are significantly powerful in their own realms, but here, they are even stronger.  The magic is so dense here that they absorb it an incredible rate and their power grows nearly limitlessly.”

“My wife is quite right.  Our records go back millennia through the Primary Trees, and they tell us of a time when such a breach happened.  It ended the entire Vishu civilization.  The Trees report that it took the combined might of their entire civilization to fell the single entity that breached the barrier.  This was a world-spanning culture who had achieved works of magic never seen again.  We must prevent such a breach from happening again.  Everything depends on it.”

Duke smirked, “Then I guess it’s a good thing that I closed the Umbral Gate already, isn’t it?”

“You did?  Oh, that is grand news. How? Tell me all about it.  Had anything come through?  Who set it up?  What was the nature of the gate?”

“Easy there, sparky.  Let’s get you out of this cave and I’ll tell you all about it.”

Duke turned to lead the pair out before he truly noticed the state of their clothes which were torn to rags.  “Do you happen to have any spare clothes on you?  Yours seem to be rather, um, unintentionally revealing shall we say?”

The pair looked at each other and blushed at their respective states. Both realizing that their clothing wasn’t hiding much of anything at this point.  “It would seem not.”

Duke nodded, casting REPAIR and CLEANSE on each of them hoping it would work.  As a Novice ranked Ability, Duke wasn’t certain of the spell’s limits, but it was worth a try.  It worked – to a point.  Their clothes were now serviceable but far from being in good repair.  They were clean though so that was a bonus for everyone involved.

“Oh, now that is a quite handy pair of spells to have.” Grat remarked as he looked down at himself and unconsciously took hold of Elaine’s hand.

“Thank you for saving us, Duke.  It would have been a truly horrific end if the Stalkers had their way with us.  Your timing was fortuitous as I think they were preparing to sacrifice us at sundown.”  Elaine shivered as she thought about it.  Grat squeezed her hand a bit harder.

“It was Baslin that sent me out here.  He told me about the cave and the entrance to the world below.  I was just here to gain some more experience and grow stronger.  Neither of us had any idea that you two were here but I am truly glad that I got to you in time.  Now let’s get you out of here before something nastier comes along.”

“Baslin?  The Imprisoned Archmage of the Twin Kingdoms?”  Grat asked.

“I guess you could call him that, yes.”  Duke chuckled at the moniker.

“You and your story grow more intriguing every moment that passes.” Elaine remarked. “You are working with him then?”

“Yes, he is teaching me, and I am helping him out.  In fact, I’m rather surprised that I haven’t heard from him in a while.  I hope he is OK.”  Duke touched his forehead and suddenly realized that the Headband of Communication was gone.  “Oh. Well, that explains things a bit more.  I had a headband that allowed us to communicate but the damned Stalker must have ripped it off my head when it tried to brain me with its claws.  Hope he’s not too upset that I lost it.  Maybe I should go back for it.”

“I wouldn’t bother.”  Grat explained.  “An item of that power is unlikely to be repairable if it was torn by those monsters’ claws.  It is likely a lost item now.  Now tell me about the gate and your journey to the cave.”

Duke led the pair out of the cave while relating his tale of the Umbral Goblins and everything he could recall about the gate itself.  As they discussed, Duke realized that the pair had been tracking something back to the cave that likely came from the Umbral Gate.  They confirmed his suspicion that the Umbral Goblins were not the first things to come through.  He considered his next steps as their conversation continued with their walk away from the area of the cave.

Grat had acquired a new staff from a reshaped fallen branch as they walked and used it to draw in the dirt for Duke.  “This is where the cave is located, and this is the path of the creature we were following.  Where would you say the gate was in relation to the cave?”

Duke indicated the spot and Grat seemed a bit confused at the distance that Duke indicated. Duke explained, “I can TELEPORT significant distances now.  It’s my main mode of transportation at this point.”

“Remarkable.  How far can you teleport?”  Elaine furrowed her brow as she knew just how rare a talent this was from her studies amongst the Great Library of the Primal Trees.

“At this point, somewhere around four klicks at a time.  I expect that will increase as I keep pushing the Ability so I have no idea what the ultimate limit will turn out to be.  Baslin has encouraged me to do so, and I agree that it is worth pursuing.”  Duke paused, wondering why he was disclosing so much information to the pair that he barely knew.  He had only met them twice now and both had been around combat.  He had saved their lives so that had to mean something but why was he disclosing so much about himself.  Wasn’t he supposed to maintain operational security.  What was happening to him?

“What is it, Duke?  You seem disturbed about something.”  Elaine asked, concern clearly crossing her countenance.

Duke decided to just put it out there.  “There’s something strange going on here.  I’m a naturally private person.  I don’t talk about myself much, and never about my missions or mission objectives.  And, yet, I find myself spilling my guts to you.  Something’s very odd about that.”

“Have you never had a Blood Ally before?”  Grat asked.

“A Blood Ally?  What in the world are you talking about?”

“Thrice you have come to our aid.  First, you assisted Elaine in a life-and-death struggle with the wolves.  Secondly, you closed the Umbral Gate which had become our Life Mission.  This last time, you fully saved our lives.  We are bound by the System to you at this point.  You have proven to be an Ally by the Blood you have spent and spilled for our lives thrice over.  We will not, cannot even, betray your trust.  The System would wipe us out for even considering it.  If you did not know it already, I’m sure it is acknowledged somewhere in your subconscious.”

“Um, wow.  That’s a thing, huh?”  Duke responded with complete lack of eloquence or sophistication.

Elaine smiled.  “Yes, it is well and truly a thing and how do you not know about this already?  All children are taught this so that they don’t inadvertently bond themselves.  Who are you and where are you really from?”

Duke shrugged.  He could feel the truth in their words.  It was something that echoed in his soul.  In for a penny, In for a pound.  “That’s a bit of a story. Let’s continue our journey to the site of the Gate and I’ll fill you in.”

As they journeyed, Duke related his tale of how he came to this world and everything that had happened up until they met again.  They asked countless questions about his world and his journey and he answered as best he could.

“You really ‘flipped off’ King Chopie?  What does that mean?”

“Well, you extend your middle finger like this.”  Duke demonstrated with a smirk.  “In my world, it is considered a very rude gesture and often directly results in violence.  In this case, it was more of a direct insult and he really deserved it.  He’s not going to remain king for much longer if I have anything to say about it.”

“Duke, that’s a dangerous thing to say out loud.  Mind you, we are deep in the forest and far away from any prying eyes and ears, but treason is taken deadly seriously in the kingdom.  Being overheard saying something like that would be a death sentence.”

“I’m not too worried about it just yet.  But I will remove that asshole from his throne.  Maybe not soon, but his day of reckoning is coming.”

“So it shall be.” Both Elaine and Grat responded simultaneously and with a depth of gravity that made Duke pause.  “We are with you in your cause, your PURPOSE.”  The couple stumbled in their steps as if suddenly regaining control of themselves.

Grat remarked, “Blood Ally indeed.  This complicates our lives just a bit now.  Thankfully, as Druids of the Council, we are not really part of the kingdom so there are no conflicting oaths here.  We will help you in any way that we can to achieve this goal, but I must warn you that King Chopie is surrounded by guards, allies, and advisors of terrifying power.  We will have to gather more allies and much more power before we can ever truly consider opposing him.”

Duke was having trouble quite understanding what was going on when the System decided to interject a bit more clarity for him.

*** Attention!  You have formed a Blood Ally Bond with Gratukelsten and Elaine Synoch.  They are forever bonded to your path.  Your goals have become their goals.  They are now invested into your PURPOSE and share its requirements, penalties, and benefits.

As this was an unintentional bonding, you may release either, or both, of the newly bonded in the next 24 hours but have no obligation to do so.  If you do not release them in this time period, the bond will be made permanent.  ***

They waited patiently as Duke read his System message, clearly having seen someone read their messages before.  Duke nodded upon finishing and decided to do the noble thing and release them from the bond.

“Don’t you dare!”  Elaine exclaimed, stopping Duke in his tracks.  “Do not dissolve the bond.  It would disgrace us beyond bearing.  Do you have any concept of what happens to the broken-bonded?”

“Um, no…”

“It is not something you want to see, let alone experience.  We are bonded to you.  Accept it and let us help you, guide you.”  Grat added.

“But you didn’t ask for this.  You didn’t enter into this bond willingly.  This seems evil, like slavey.”  Duke protested.

“It is not slavery.” Elaine explained.  “It is acknowledgement by the System of what you have done for us and what that means.  We are your friends and allies.  Do not attempt to throw that away.  It is difficult in the extreme to bond the unwilling.  Accept it and we all will gain from it.”

Duke did not know how to respond so he simply nodded in assent as they resumed their journey.  He still felt uncomfortable with the situation, but the pair seemed happy about it, and he really had no idea what to do other than to accept it as Elaine insisted that he do.

It was approaching sunset as they reached the clearing where the Umbral Gate had been.  Duke showed the pair around and explained the fight as well as what he saw in and around.  He was also able to show them the remains of the gate anchor.  Grat and Elaine poured over the area as the sun set but had to stop when it started to get dark.

“I will set up a camp for us.”  Grat stopped the investigation.  “Duke, do you mind if I put you in a separate tent from us?”

“Um, why would I mind that?  You’re married.  I really don’t want to be in the same tent as you two for what should be obvious reasons.”

“Very well.  Some would be fearful of being by themselves in such a place overnight.”

Duke slowly turned around, taking a good look at the area around them that was taking on a more sinister look as the sun’s light faded into the trees.  “No, I’m sure I’ll be fine.  No worries here.”  He was sure that he was not going to sleep a wink that night.

With a gesture, Grat created a pair of tents out of nearby foliage.  It was something that was so far outside of Duke’s experience that he just gawked as he watched tree limbs sprout additional branches to form the framework of the tents followed by leaves that grew enormously to become the sides of the tents.

“OK, that is pretty badass.”  Duke remarked.

“Glad you like it.  Nature provides us with what is needed.  Most forget that and fewer still understand or even recognize the fact.  It’s truly a shame that so many confine themselves to their artificial constructions.  There is nothing quite like the wind in your hair and the sun on your face on a high mountain.  When we are done with this quest, that is where I think we will go.  It will be a good place to rest and raise a family.”  Grat’s head turned further up to the sky as he spoke as if offering a prayer to the heavens.

"That sounds like a good life.  I would like to see you achieve it.  You know, I could release-“

“Oh, shut it, Duke!”  Elaine interrupted.  “It is done.  I said so and you had better get used to it.  Do you understand me?”  Duke could hear the subtle growl of her bear form in her words.

“Right.  Not going to mess with mama bear.  Sorry.”

“Good choice.” Gratt chuckled.  “Here is your tent.  We should be fine tonight.  Get some sleep.”

Elaine’s face clouded over as if Duke said something hurtful.  He did not get a chance to ask as Elaine interrupted again.  “Dinner first, foolish husband.  And it’s nearly ready.”

Duke joined the couple for dinner which consisted of a very thick and hearty stew.  He had no concept of what the meat in the stew consisted of and thought better than to ask.  Most of the vegetables were also unrecognizable except for some carrot slices.  Carrots.  He recognized carrots.  He felt better about himself at that point.  Carrots were a thing.  If carrots were a thing, maybe carrot cake was a thing.  He loved carrot cake.

Dinner conversation was light, mostly about the couple.  It turns out that they had been married for 10 years now and had known each other since childhood.  They were both children of Council Druids (now retired) and had been set up together.  At first, they both chafed at the arrangement but then that same feeling became a bonding point.  As time progressed, they grew to not only accept the arrangement but to truly develop feelings for each other.  Duke found it very endearing how they doted on each other.  He had never had that kind of relationship in his life, so it was new and refreshing to him.

As the fire died down, they all settled down into their tents for the night.  Duke could hear the couple doing couple things across the clearing and did his best to ignore it and actually get some sleep himself.  He relaxed his mind and body.  Exhaustion finally won out and he slept.

            

    
        Chapter 19

    
    
    
    
                He woke as he had every time in this world to messages related to the previous day’s activities.


*** Well, Duke, that was a fun day.  Did you really not know you were bonding those two to you?  I suppose not since you are still woefully ignorant about this world and how it works.  Then again, the rules of this world don’t really apply to you, do they?  One of these days, you might want to get around to exploring that little aspect of your existence.  You might be surprised at what you find.

Once again, you made strong use of a quite a few of your Abilities and they have seen gains.  Do you really want to see them all?  Too bad.  I don’t feel like sharing them.  If you really want to know, you can go look at your status.  I’m not going to bother showing you.

You did kill more than two dozen Twilight Stalkers as well as their Chieftain.  I’ll throw 11,500 experience points your way for that.  Surprisingly, that is enough to push you to level 12.  Congratulations!  Now you have 6 free Characteristic points to spend.  Don’t spend them all in the same place.  Or do.  It’s your body, right?

Keep the entertainment coming.  It was especially amusing when you snuck up on the Stalkers and they then snuck up on you.  The look on your face was priceless.  You might want to get better at observation.  Just a thought.  And take a look at the log to see just how much that headband saved of your noggin.  Anyway, keep the laughs coming and maybe we’ll have a treat or two for you. Then again, just wait until you see what happens today.  I know I can’t. ***


Duke groaned as he read the message, not particularly amused with the ending jibe.  He crawled out of the tent and used a few quick CLEANSE and REPAIR Abilities to get himself and his clothes back to rights.  Man, that cleanse ability is better than a shower.  It even got the dirt out from under my fingernails.  Duke was distracted from his musings by the scent of bacon cooking, or at least something that smelled like it.

 “Good morning, Duke.  You’re up early.” Elaine greeted him, holding a pan of sizzling meat over the renewed fire.  “Pull up a stump and let’s have a chat.”  Where did she get a pan?

Duke rolled the largest part of a shattered log over to the fire and joined her.  “What is it you want to chat about?”  He dreaded asking but knew there was no other way to go.

"First off, I want to thank you again for saving us.  Few could have fought that tribe of Twilight Stalkers, let alone, kill them all.”

“I was just looking for experience and they jumped me first.  I kind of had no choice but to fight.”

“Nice try.  You could have TELEPORTED away anytime you wanted to.  But, instead, you stuck around to push your limits again.  You are a remarkable man, Duke.  For someone of such a low level, you are frighteningly powerful.”

Duke tried to interrupt but was silenced by a hand and a look.  “Let me finish.  Grat and I are bound to your destiny now.  That will mean some changes for us but that is OK.  We have spent the last decade patrolling the forests for the Council and handling minor problems.  You have injected yourself into some major kingdom politics that you probably have no insight into yet.”  She nodded to allow Duke to speak.

“I told you that I would release you and there is still time for that but,” He paused to wave off her interruption.  “But I understand that you don’t want me to do so.  That leaves us in a position I had not anticipated at all.  I am responsible for you both now.”  Again, he stopped her interruption.  “I know you two can take care of yourselves.  But maybe you don’t really know what I’m doing here.”

Grat sat down next to Elaine, startling Duke who had not heard or seen him coming.  “Yes, please tell us what you are doing here.  We are waiting for the stars to fall.”

“Stars to fall?”

“It’s an expression.  Please continue.”

“Starfall.  Hmm.  I once read a book by that name.  Anyway, it’s been a strange ride ever since I arrived in this world.  Through an odd series of events, I wound up as a convicted criminal in the capital city’s arena, fighting for my life.  It wasn’t fair.  It wasn’t just, and it wasn’t remotely pleasant.  It did, however, reveal to me what my PURPOSE is in this world.  My PURPOSE is to fight for freedom for myself and others.  Do you see why I have such a hard time with the bond now?”

“Oh, I see.  You still think of it as a bond of servitude, don’t you?” Grat asked.

“Isn’t it?” Duke asked back.

Elaine smiled broadly, finally feeling like she could explain things and move past this point.  “Duke, we joined you in your PURPOSE.  That is the nature of the bond.  Our goals and deep-down motivations are now aligned.  We are not your servants.  You are not our master.  We are more than just allies, but if you want to think of it that way, you can.”

Understanding finally washed over Duke and he returned her smile.  “I get it now.  So, when I head out to remove King Chopie, you will come along not out of obligation, but out of need to fulfill the same PURPOSE.”

“I think he finally does get it, Elaine.”

“I do believe he does.  Now, let’s eat some bacon and figure out how we are going to pull this off because the king is extremely well-protected and not without his own allies and considerable powers.”

After hours of discussion and planning, they collectively came to a single conclusion – completing Baslin’s “Apprentice Quest” was the most likely path to removing the king without starting a full civil war.  All he had to do was level up his Spells to “graduate”.  Even though Duke was sharing most of his information with the pair, the Abilities over Spells aspect of himself wasn’t a piece he was ready to share just yet.

The light had filled the clearing and the three broke camp which consisted of Grat pulling his energy from the trees to retract the tents and a simple burial of the campfire.  In a matter of minutes, all evidence of their presence had been removed.  Duke was impressed and said so.

“This is nothing.  You should see what it looks like when the Council has a full meeting and the clean-up afterwards.  But let us take a full look at the gate site in the fresh light of the day.  I have my suspicions but would like to take a closer look.”

The investigation took a few more hours and Grat came to the same conclusion he had the previous day.  The gate was not a naturally-occurring breach that happened from time to time in the world.  This had been intentionally set in place.  Grat urged Duke to bring the pieces of the gate to Baslin for the Archmage to analyze.  Duke agreed and placed the pieces into the ring of rooms and suddenly collapsed to his knees in pain as the ring was absorbed into his finger.


***Oh boy, this is fun.  You put something really dangerous into the ring and triggered your Ability to absorb magic even earlier than I had predicted.  I know I’m thrilled to watch this!

You have absorbed the Ring of Rooms.  This was a magical item of significant power and you have developed an ability similar to its effects. 

New Ability: INVENTORY

You have access to a personal storage space that can only be accessed by yourself.  You can place objects in and remove them at a thought within 1 meter per rank level.  The size of the storage space is a cube rank meters squared plus rank level per side with some modification based on level within rank.  Objects placed in your Inventory are placed in a timeless state such that time does not pass for the object until it is removed again.  Placing a living creature within your Inventory will kill it.  At higher ranks, you may be able to split your Inventory space to create a space that can accommodate living beings.

Due to the strength of the item absorbed, your Ability starts at the Initiate rank.  Good luck! ***


Duke struggled back to his feet to confused and worried looks from his companions.

“Are you alright, Duke?” Elaine asked, her voice filled with motherly concern.

Duke nodded.  “I suppose I am.  Just more strange things that seem to happen to me from time to time.  Don’t worry about it.  I’m fine now.  Let’s get on with finding something to feed our experience.”

Elaine stepped away from the tree she had been touching and remarked.  “If you say so.  There is little in the forest that would be a challenge for us that is anywhere near.  Most have been chased away by the Umbral Gate’s presence.  That leaves the caves you rescued us from.  What do you think, Grat?”

"I agree.  Unfortunately, many of our abilities will be stunted in that environment.”

”Perhaps it would be better for me to proceed into the depth on my own then.  I don’t want to risk you both so far out of your element in a dangerous area.  Maybe it would be best if you go to the Council and report what was found out here and we can reconnect afterwards.”

“That is…reasonable but I don’t want you to feel like we are not able to carry our weight.” Grat responded introspectively.

“Not at all.”  Duke smiled.  “You would be out of your element where I am going, and I can get there much faster by myself than with you both.  Let’s meet back at Baslin’s tower.  I should not be gone long.  In fact, I may get back to the tower faster than you since you have to travel all the way to the Council first.  I’ll see you soon.”  Duke did not wait for a response and TELEPORTED back towards the cave entrance.

It only took him a few long-range TELEPORTS before he was at the cave entrance.  He smiled as he proceeded inside, past the remains of the Stalker’s camp.  As he delved deeper into the cave, it began to narrow and it was not long before he realized a singular problem – it was dark in the cave and he had no source of light.  Great planning skills there, Duke.  I knew I was going into a cave too.  Sheesh.  Maybe I can improvise something.

Duke ran down his Ability list for anything that might help, pausing on one Ability in particular.  Either this is going to be spelunking by strobe light, or this will work like I’m hoping.  Duke focused on his LIGHT BOLT Ability and focused on channeling the spell into his left hand.  He did not release the spell, but instead, tried to hold it there, focused on the palm of his hand.  To his delight, his palm started glowing brightly, filling the cave with light.  With some practice, he found that he could focus the light differently through different configurations of his fingers from a tight, flashlight-like beam, to a wider open floodlight.

After a few minutes of experimenting, he found that the mana drain was negligible enough that his 10 point per second Mana regeneration was enough to keep up.  It was awkward to walk with his one hand forward, but at least he could see where he was going now.  He was sure that he was setting himself up for an ambush, but he figured he had enough defense to handle it.  He proceeded deeper into the cave.

The walls of the cave still dripped with water and as the cave proceeded downward, a small stream was forming, wending its way through the stalagmites as it trickled downwards.  Duke momentarily considered drinking from the stream before his nearly forgotten SEER training kicked in and he realized how much this water would be laden with minerals that would probably be harmful.  Still, he paused and debated testing his REGENERATION against it.  Caution won out in the end but not by much.

He proceeded for another two hours deeper and deeper, occasionally coming upon areas where the stream became a waterfall and he had to carefully climb down the slick stone surface.  He ignored countless other passages of various sizes, instead sticking to the flow of water.  Eventually, he came to what could only be called a hole in the floor.  The stream, and a number of others, poured down the hole from multiple angles but there were still relatively dry areas for him to lean over and aim his light down. 

His light revealed nothing at first.  It took significant intensifying of the beam to get enough light to see down into the hole.  The hole continued for about five meters before it opened up into some sort of cavern.  Duke could hear the sound of the cascading water falling into some pool of water.  He could not tell the depth of the water from his light, but he could tell that the surface was about thirty meters below the hole.  He shrugged and dropped into the hole, confident in his ability to survive such a fall at this point.

Duke hit the water hard with his feet, jarring his bones and making his teeth slam together.  He touched bottom and sprung up back to the surface, sputtering water.  Quickly, he spun around, shining his bright light around the cavern.  His light revealed an island in the underwater lake which he quickly swam towards.  Climbing up onto the rocky shore, he used CLEANSE and REPAIR on himself to clean the water and whatever else may have gotten on him.  He really loved those two Abilities.

Exploring the small island was a short process.  The only thing of note was a circle of stones roughly four meters tall and about the same distance across.  He had not set foot in the circle because, well, he’d read a book or two.  After exploring every other inch of the island with nothing noticeable, he decided to finally investigate the standing stones.  He placed his hand on one to feel the texture and the world stopped with a message.


***You have activated a Dungeon Portal!  You may choose to enter or flee this Dungeon.  Dungeon Information:

Dungeon Name: Lake Front Dungeon

Dungeon Vintage:

Unentered for 4,320 years, 62 days, 12 hours, 18 minutes, 7 seconds

Uncompleted for 15,288 years, 218 days, 14 hours, 6 minutes, 12 seconds.

Dungeon Ranking: Adept

Maximum Party Size: 12

Minimum Party Size: 1

Dungeon Type: Singular

Dungeon Style: ?????

Would like to Enter or Flee the Lake Front Dungeon?  ***


Now would be a great time to check in with Baslin.  I have no real idea what all of this means.  I really wish I still had the Headband!  Wait a minute, idiot.  Just go ask him in person.  I have to do better at remembering what all I can do.

Duke took his hand off of the standing stone and the message disappeared.  He put his hand on it again and the message returned.  He smiled and stepped back.  Several TELEPORTS later, he was standing in front of Baslin’s Tower.  He proceeded inside.

            

    
        Chapter 20

    
    
    
    
                “What the hell happened to you? I feared you were dead!” Baslin shouted at him as he came in through the door.

“Dead? No. But I have had a few incidents. I have some things to discuss but I’m hoping to head out again shortly.”

Baslin furrowed his bushy white eyebrows. “Let’s anon to the study and discuss your exploits.” He didn’t wait for a response and preceded Duke into the study, taking a rest in one of the comfortable overstuffed chairs. Duke joined him in a facing chair.

“Since you seem well, tell me what happened. Where is the Headband of Communication and the…YOU LOST THE RING OF ROOMS!” Baslin launched himself from his chair.

Duke remained seated as calmly as he could manage. Just like an after-action report to the squadron leader. Just stay calm and they will chill. “Baslin, I’ll get to that in a minute. But first, can you tell me how Dungeons work?”

Baslin was still flushed red and piercing Duke with an angry gaze, but the mention of a Dungeon seemed to derail his ire. “Dungeons? There are ancient tales of such things, but no one has been able to present credible evidence of their existence. Folklore and fanciful tales handed down for centuries upon centuries. Why would you ask about such an obscure topic?”

"Because I found one, of course.”

Baslin fell back into his chair.

“Are you OK, there, boss? You look completely pale all of a sudden.”

“Truly? You found a Dungeon? A real Dungeon?”

“That’s what the System Message said. Here, let me share it with you.” Duke pushed the message to Baslin and sat back while the Archmage read it.

Baslin read the message in wonder. “A Dungeon. A real Dungeon. The wonders that could be found there. And thousands of years of seasoning – oh what wonders indeed.” His voice changed from wonder to anger in a flash. “And I am stuck here! Still!”

Duke didn’t really know what to say. He knew Baslin was beyond chafing at his prison and that he currently was the key to Baslin’s freedom. Freedom. Baslin’s freedom. I have to fight for Baslin’s freedom. As the realization came over him, he felt the flowing strength of his PURPOSE awaken and he knew that it was right.

Baslin took a moment to compose himself and continued as if nothing had happened. Duke truly admired that ability to just shove such feelings aside.

“OK, so tell me everything that happened since the headband was lost. You were observing a tribe of Twilight Stalkers outside the cave entrance when I lost contact.”

After-action report indeed. Duke relayed the events leading up to his return. Or, at least, tried to do so. Once he related what happened to the ring, Baslin stopped him. “You mean to tell me that the ring is part of you now?”

“So it would seem.” Duke shrugged.

“And you retain its contents?”

“Also yes.”

“Oh, why in the name of the Twelve didn’t you lead with that?” Baslin exclaimed. “Let’s get to the lab immediately. So many new materials to work with! You took the Stalker’s bodies, correct?”

“Yes, Baslin. Them, the Umbral Goblins, and everything else that might have been interesting. I think I might be almost out of room in my inventory though.”

Baslin waved Duke’s concern off as he burst through the lab’s door not bothering to hold it open for Duke. Instead, he rushed over to a door across the lab and opened it. “Dump it all in here. I’ll sort through it while you are off on your next adventure. A Dungeon.” Baslin growled again at the realization that he would still be unable to break free of his imprisoning vow and go with Duke.

Duke emptied his INVENTORY into the room and stepped back, smiling at Baslin’s growing grin at the pile of items and, well, bodies. Alchemy is weird. Using body parts of sentient creatures just seems wrong. Duke paused in his musing as the realization of what they were doing passed over him. Moments later, the feeling and his concern faded from his mind. Duke forgot what was bothering him and joined Baslin in the excitement of all the things that could be crafted.

As he sorted through the various materials making excitedly muttered comments about qualities and possibilities, Baslin pointed Duke to another storage cabinet. “Take whatever interests you from there. I’m done with whatever I could craft from it. And bring me something interesting back from the Dungeon because I know you’re going to be running off there as soon as you can. Damned child of luck.”

“Thanks. I’ll stock up before going. Do you think I should wait for Grat and Elaine first though?”

“Who? Oh, yes, the druids. Um, maybe. I don’t know. I really want to explore the thing.”

“You know it’s a seasoned Adept Dungeon, right? I don’t precisely know what that means but I am fairly certain that it is beyond your current Ability level. Do you even have any offensive spell above Initiate rank?”

Duke waffled. “Well, um, technically no, but I can punch way above my weight class.”

“Weight class? What on Teldin does that mean?”

Duke sighed. Fucking idioms. “It means I can beat things at ranks higher than me.”

“Sure you can. In specialized circumstances. What will you do if you run into something that has actual spell resistance?”

“Spell resistance. That’s a thing?”

“Indeed. It is fairly common amongst the elite monsters and especially true amongst the elite sentient races. Why do you think the mages haven’t taken over the entire realms? Well, besides not wanting anything to do with politics and the administration of it all.”

“Honestly, that never occurred to me. Can’t you just make a Spell to pierce the spell resistance?”

“I do have such a spell but mages that can do so are rare, exceedingly so before Archmage. And even with such spells, there is the matter of spell delay that comes into play. It’s surprisingly difficult to get the Spells to properly work in combination as the resistance nullifying Spell tends to temporarily nullify all magic, including the spell you are trying to strike with afterwards. It requires experience, subtlety, and skill. None of which you have in any significant amount.”

“So, what do you suggest I do then?” Duke asked, somewhat crestfallen.

“Bring a sword.” Baslin responded deadpan before returning to sorting through the loot. “And get some rest. You look like you could use some sleep.” Baslin added absently.

Duke acquiesced and finished loading up his INVENTORY with supplies…and a sword before heading to bed to sleep.


*************************************************************************************


The following morning, Duke awoke to find that Baslin had not left the lab. He had, however, been quite productive. Several potions and elixirs were arrayed in a rack at the end of the lab while a number of other projects were in various states of completion.

Baslin greeted Duke with a grin of pure joy and a wild light in his eyes. “My boy, this is the most fun I have had in YEARS! So many materials. So many choices. Options! I have options! Did you know that the thighbone of a Twilight Stalker can be ground down into a powder that can be used to create a darkvision elixir? Me neither! But I know now!”

Duke took a momentary step back at the outburst. Thighbone? He ground up someone’s thighbone? Duke’s eyes blinked and he shrugged involuntarily, the question quickly passing from Duke’s mind. This allowed him to join Baslin in his excitement as the Archmage explained all of the things he had made out of the materials Duke had provided. Duke followed along, sharing the Archmage’s excitement, occasionally adding some item or another to his INVENTORY.

Hours later, the pair were back in the study as Duke explained the upcoming druids’ visit. “Don’t worry Baslin, they’re good people. They will help when it comes down to it.”

“The pair may well be good, but the Druidic Council is fully in league with King Chopie. They keep threats from growing out of the forest into the rest of the kingdom. They also stood by when I appealed the technicality of my Vow that left me here nearly powerless. No, the Council are no friends of mine. Sending them there was dangerous.”

Duke started to argue but quickly realized that he truly knew nothing about the Council other than what the pair of druids had told him. And that was not really much. He remained silent instead.

“You should get on with your dungeon dive.” Baslin interrupted Duke’s thoughts. “You have all the supplies you will likely need and the only tome I have that even mentions dungeons is so riddled with age and tales that I would fear relying on it.”

“It might have something useful anyway.”

“No, Duke, it is little more than children’s tales and speculation. You will have to investigate the dungeon for us both. Use the new Headband and don’t lose this one. I can’t make another even with all the materials you have brought me.”

Duke smiled and waved at Baslin. Moments later, he vanished as he chain-TELEPORTED his way back to the dungeon entrance.
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                Duke ran though his INVENTORY one more time before placing his hand upon the standing stone and activating the dungeon entrance.  He was again greeted with the choice to enter or flee.  This time he chose to do something that no one had done in over four thousand years – he chose to enter.            

The world dissolved around Duke.  It was a sensation entirely different from his Ability as it took a few seconds for the transition and while it was happening it was cold.  Not the cold of winter’s morning in Wisconsin that carried the dampness to freeze into your bones, but more the dry cold of space, ready to suck the heat from your body in an instant.  When the cold faded and the world reasserted itself, Duke found himself elsewhere and several messages greeted him along with overwhelming pain throughout his body.  He collapsed to the floor, writhing in agony.

***Congratulations traveler!  You have survived transit to the Lake Front Dungeon.  You have taken 432 points of Residual Damage due to the Dungeon not being successfully entered in 4,320 years.  The Residual Damage counter has been reset.  The Entrance Timer has been reset.

You have breached the portal and have entered the Dungeon.  This dungeon consists of multiple levels, each with their own challenges and themes.  After completing each level, you will be given the option to either exit or continue.  Should you exit at any level before the last, you will receive all rewards earned up to that point.  Should you complete the dungeon, you will receive additional rewards. Good luck!

Transitioning to Level 1: The Burrows   ***

While Duke waited for his REGENERATION to resolve the damage, he took a careful look around the area he now found himself in.  He was no longer in the cave system that he had been in previously.  Instead, he found himself in what appeared to be an endless grassy plain.  There were scattered smaller trees and occasional shrubs.  The terrain was relatively flat with gently rolling hills extending into the distant horizon.

“I wasn’t sure what to expect coming in here, but this was definitely not on the list.  What do you make of it Baslin?  Some sort of pocket dimension?”  Duke decided to check in with the Archmage.  He received no response.  “Come in, Baslin.  Are you receiving me?”  Still silence.  “Great.  No comms again.  Guess I proceed on my own.  Again.”  Duke paused for a moment to consider his options.  “First things, first.  I want to mark the entrance so I can find it again if I need to since this place seems to go on forever.”

Duke used his FLAME DARTs to burn a bullseye into the area around himself, following it up with his ICE DARTs to extinguish the flames as they burned enough for his taste.  Don’t want to start a prairie fire. Well, at least not yet but that may be my best way to clear the area in the end.  I wonder if there’s any “rules” against that sort of thing.  Guess I’ll find out when I run into them.  Now to find out if the sky is the sky or if there is some sort of ceiling.

Duke cast LIGHTNING straight up to see how far it would go.  The Ability travelled to its full length of roughly 140 meters.  Duke TELEPORTED to its terminus and tried again, getting the same result.  He tried this a dozen more times before he decided that there was no effective ceiling and was tired of falling.  With a final TELEPORT, he returned to the ground, extremely thankful that his TELEPPORTATION Ability cancelled momentum.  He wondered if that would cause him problems someday but figured there wasn’t much he could do about that at the moment and set the thought aside.

His aerial surveillance had shown him that the area was not as flat as he initially thought and that the hills all rose a bit higher as they approached a single point.  There was a large tree on top of that hill and Duke tagged that as his destination.  He debated just TELEPORTING there and seeing what happened.  His Health had topped up and his Mana was full again.  Nothing he had run into so far in this world had been able to stand up to his attacks.  Maybe he could speedrun this dungeon.  He decided to go for it.

With a quick TELEPORTATION, he appeared on the hill, next to the large tree.  A tree that he had seriously underestimated the size of.  It towered over two hundred meters tall.  The trunk was as wide as a skyscraper and the root structure burst out of the hill in countless places creating countless dark openings. 

As Duke took a moment to marvel at the tree’s glory, he felt a sharp, tearing pain in his left calf.  His eyes flashed down to see a meter and a half, thin and furred creature with its jaws dug into his leg and had torn a chunk free.  His IDENTIFY Ability flashed but he ignored the information for now as there were dozens of the creatures boiling out of the root system around him.  He was down nearly a quarter of his Health in that single bite.  In a flash decision, he TELEPORTED back to the beginning of the level.

“Fuckers bite hard!  Great tactical move, genius.  Fuck!  OK, that’s not how to approach this level.  Don’t head straight for the boss area.  Got it.”

Duke kept his eyes watching the area as he waited for his Health to top off and REPAIRED his pants.  He could not see if there was any further activity on the hill as it was just too far for his limited sight.  He did see, however, that there were several burrows in the area around himself.  He even saw one of the creatures dart out of a burrow and race into the next.  It was just as big as the one that bit him on the hill.  He decided to look back at what his IDENTIFY Ability uncovered.

***You have IDENTIFIED a Giant Ferret

This is a Strong-ranked creature

Level: 51

Health: 510

Mana: 206

***

Duke whistled as he read the stats.  These fuckers are way overleveled compared to me.  I’m bloody level 12 and these monsters are in the fifties!  They have almost half of my Health as well.  I’m going to have to take my time and do this one at a time if I can. Fuck! No speedrunning this fucking dungeon.

Once Duke was topped up yet again, he set out slowly, aiming for the first burrow that he saw.  He crept up to it stealthily taking care to be alert to his surroundings.  As he got within a few meters of the burrow, he heard a scrambling sound to his left and looked in time to see a giant ferret charging him from the side.  He dodged as best he could and lashed out with LIGHTNING.

The giant ferret got a small nip on his leg but was not able to get a good hold as he jumped back out of the way.  His LIGHTNING struck the giant ferret leaving a long line of singed fur, and one angry giant ferret.  It chittered at him loudly and stalked him, circling for a good angle to strike again.  He turned to keep it in front of him, charging LIGHTING in his fist, pouring more Mana into it since the base Ability didn’t seem to do all that much to the beast.

The beast chittered once more at Duke and leapt.  Duke unleashed his LIGHTNING once again, but with an extra hundred Mana poured into it.  The bolt struck the ferret in mid-leap with a resounding clap of thunder that echoed throughout the hills and plains.  The ferret’s smoking body struck Duke full-on limply.  He shrugged the corpse off of himself and quickly scanned around the area.

The thunder had stirred up ferrets from all around the area.  Duke could see numerous heads poking out of burrows and some even stepping out to investigate.  He knew that if they came at him in a group, he was in trouble.  He still had more than 90% of his Mana available so began to charge up an even greater LIGHTNING blast, but one he was hoping he could strike multiple ferrets with.  He poured in a full five hundred Mana and unleashed at the now-visible ferrets.  LIGHTNING erupted from his hands, arcing and striking several ferrets.  They twitched and burned as the energy expended through their bodies.  As the crack of the thunder reverberated throughout the area, Duke was greeted with the smell of burnt flesh and ozone.  He suppressed a sneeze and proceeded to collect the bodies into his INVENTORY to examine and loot later.

As he placed the last of the near dozen ferret’s bodies into his INVENTORY, he felt the ground tremble beneath his feet.  Duke looked up to see a mass of giant ferrets pouring towards him from the direction of the great tree.  It looked more like a wave of fur, teeth, and claws pouring out towards him.

“Oh, well fuck me sideways!”  Duke considered his options as he had some time before the wave reached him, but he was not coming up with many.  His Health and Mana were climbing back up, but he knew there was no way he could get this entire group in a single blast and the survivors would quickly overwhelm him.  He cast about the area with his gaze, looking for some terrain advantage but found none save for the enormous tree.  He had no idea how many ferrets were left in the root system, but there was nowhere else for him to go.  With that thought, he set a plan in motion.

As The LIGHTNING charged in his hands, he picked out his destination.  It was a risky choice, but not as risky as staying where he was.  He had calculated his maximum range on LIGHTNING to be around 140 meters – that gave him enough time to get a blast off before he TELEPORTED away.  At 100 meters, he unleashed his blast and TELEPORTED to the tree and then again, up to a branch higher up.

He saw the remains of the wave change course and come charging back towards the tree.  This time, however, they were joined by more ferrets climbing up the tree towards him.  He couldn’t see them clearly as the branch he was standing upon was as wide as a city bus and it blocked his view fairly well.  He could only catch glimpses of the ferrets climbing their way up to him, but he could hear their chittering starting to grow closer again.  He walked out towards the end of the branch where it got narrow, only shoulder-width apart.  He hoped that such a narrow approach would limit the ferrets to attacking him one at a time.

Taking a quick look at his stats showed that his Health was nearly full, but his Mana was at less than half.  I’m gonna need that mana if there is any kind of boss monster.  Guess it’s time for sword-work. Jablach, this is for you!  Duke retrieved the sword the Baslin forced him to take and took a ready position.

The first ferret scrambled its way along the branch and came right for him, paying the sword no heed.  It sprinted down the branch, completely sure-footed.  Duke, on the other hand, was not.  His first swing was off-balance and did more damage to the branch than it did to the ferret.  The only good news is that it deflected the bite wide enough that its teeth didn’t gain purchase.  Its claws, however, dug into his thighs as it quickly climbed up his body.  Its sharp teeth snapped at Duke’s face as he TELEPORTED away again.  The ferret fell back down to the branch, its head swiveling around in confusion as its prey had vanished.

Duke evaluated his choices as he hid on a higher branch.  That didn’t go well.  After all the training and practice with Jablach, I’m still shit with a sword.  Granted, it was less than a week of training, but it was a pretty intense time.  I don’t have the Mana to fight them all without resting in-between, so how do I do this?

Duke did some quick calculations in his head as he rested.  He was getting about ten points of Mana back per second and it was costing him 10 Mana to TELEPORT so that cost was negligible.  His LIGHTNING was costing 15 Mana at a base level but the base level was nowhere near enough to one-shot the furry bastards.  His OVERCHANNEL Ability was the game-changer for him as it allowed him to hit so much harder with the Ability.  But was he putting too much into it?  Could he reduce the amount from the massive 500 he threw into it last time to a much more manageable number? 

He delved into the damage calculations and came to a conclusion.  If he only put about 30 extra Mana into a bolt, he should do enough damage to put one of the furry bastards down.  45 Mana a shot plus a pair of TELEPORTs at 15 each, so 75 Mana for a single hit-and-run strike.  He could do about 20 of those before he got low on Mana and would have to rest.  He rested for the ten minutes it took to fully regain his Mana and prepared himself.  He peeked over the side of the branch and could still see a few giant ferrets moving around the base of the tree.  OK, here goes!

Duke flashed back and forth, quickly blasting a different ferret each cycle.  The first seven went down quickly but then they started hiding from him and he had to reconsider his strategy.  At first, he set himself on a lower branch and tried to wait them out.  He was able to snipe three more like that before they stopped coming out entirely.  After that, he only saw one choice and it was one that he did not relish – he had to follow them down into the burrows.

He waited for his Mana to fully recharge and prepared himself.  With a fist arcing with charged LIGHTNING, Duke TELEPORTED down to the surface next to the furthest burrow he had seen a ferret enter.  The burrow was slightly more than a meter across.  There was no way he would be able to walk in there.  Am I really going to do this?  No, I don’t think so.  Duke let the charge dissipate and considered the possibilities.  There is no maneuverability in that burrow at all.  Crawling in there would leave me completely vulnerable from behind.  Sure, I could teleport out but that doesn’t help me kill these things.  I have to find another way to get them to come out.  Or…or I could kill them in their burrows without having to go in at all.

Duke had seen the effects of channeling various abilities in his training and practice.  There was one that had struck him as interesting and might be useful in this case.  He began channeling his EARTH SHARD Ability while holding his hand near the edge of the burrow.  Immediately, the ground near his hand started to expand to fill the gap.  It took a minute or so, but he was able to completely close off the burrow entrance.  Slow, but that might just work.  On to the next burrow.

Three hours later, Duke had closed off the vast majority of burrows before the root system of the tree.  Only once has a ferret decided to come out and fight but that ended quickly with a fully OVERCHANNELED EARTH SHARD impaling the hapless beast before it could attack.  “Nice try, asshole, but I’ve got your number.  Just wait until you all see phase two.”

Duke spent the next several hours closing off all the burrows that he could find with little further resistance.  Another three ferrets had tried to attack him, but his ready Shard was an easy response even for the one that snuck up on him and took another chunk out of his leg.  His Mana and Health sitting at full, he returned to the single opening he left at the base of the root system.  He withdrew a single item the size of a basketball from his INVENTORY and grinned maniacally.  “Hide from this, fuckers!” 

He ignited the item and threw it as hard as he could into the burrow.  Immediately searing hot smoke started pouring out of the burrow and Duke quickly moved to close it up.  Hot smoke leaked out of multiple burrows but there were no large clouds coming out.  Good, they are all connected to each other.  This should work.  Duke looked around the area, his head on a swivel for the eventual breakout of ferrets.  He kept his LIGHTNING charged in each fist as he watched for ferrets.

“Come on, you fuckers.  You just going to sit in there and bake?”  Duke could feel the ground getting warmer under his feet.  Just what the hell had Baslin given him?  It was just supposed to be a smoke and cinder bomb.  This is over-the-top. Duke decided to relocate down the hill before the ground got to hot, actually walking somewhere for the first time in…well, a while.

Without warning, the ground behind Duke exploded in a burst of fire and smoke, sending him tumbling in the burning cloud.  He hit the ground hard, rolling down the hill uncontrollably before he came to a stop tangled in a particularly spiny shrub.  He bit down on a scream of pain as he realized that he had a spine sticking through his left eye.

***Warning!  You have been partially Blinded.  Your depth perception has been significantly impaired.  You receive a -50% on all actions requiring depth perception until this condition is resolved.***

Duke thrashed his way out of the shrub, getting his clothes shredded in the process and picking up several more spines in uncomfortable places.  He slowly and painfully extracted the spine from his eye, wincing at the sound of it squelching out.  He knew his REGENERATION would kick in and fix it eventually but, in the meantime, it HURT!  “Motherfucker, that hurts!” Duke cupped his eye with his hand, bent over in pain.

“Good.”  The voice came from up the hill and Duke immediately snapped his gaze up from the ground to be greeted by an enormous, clawed paw grabbing for him at ridiculous speed.  Duke immediately dove to the side only to be easily intercepted by the paw.  It grasped him around the torso, pinning his right arm as well as he was slammed into the ground in an iron grip.  “You killed my children.  Now, you will feed me, mortal.”  The voice chittered as Duke realized that his Xenoglossia had kicked in.

“I don’t think so, rodent.”  Duke channeled his LIGHTNING throughout his whole body to try and shock his way free.

The creature chittered in laughter as electricity arced along its fur and into the ground, ineffectually.  “No, child, your sparks will not harm me.  I am Chodo, The Lady of Burrows and I am your doom.  You should not have come here but now I will end you.  Any last words, mortal?”  Chodo’s claws scraped into the ground as she turned her paw towards her mouth and lifted Duke up.  He continued to struggle and finally tried to TELEPORT away – and failed.

***Warning, you are actively engulfed in the Aura of a hostile Tier 5 creature.  Your Tier 4 Ability, TELEPORTATION is insufficient to overcome its aura and has failed to activate. ***

What the actual fuck?  Shit, shit, shit.  Duke bit down on the paw gripping him hoping he could get some sort of reaction out of the beast.  He did not get the reaction that he hoped for.

“Oh, you want to bite?  I can bite too, little man.”  Duke screamed as Chodo bit right through his left shoulder, completely severing his arm.  She chewed it with agonizing slowness, savoring it while grinning at the screaming, struggling man in her claws.  After an eternity of pain, she swallowed it down, her grin widening.  Her grin was bloody as she opened wide to bite his head off and end him completely.  It was more than Duke could take.

Desperate, Duke poured 1,000 Mana into his ICE DART aimed right down Chodo’s throat.  A six-foot wide lance of ice launched from him, impacting the back of the monstrous beast’s throat and expanding to fill her entire maw.  Reflexively, she dropped Duke as she choked on the block of ice cutting off her air supply completely. 

Duke stumbled to his feet, his right hand doing its best to staunch the flow of blood from his left shoulder with the ardent hope that his REGENERATION was strong enough to grow a new arm because he wasn’t getting his old one back.  He knew he should run, put some distance between the two of them but his rage was overflowing.  Instead, he ran up to the struggling boss monster and slammed his bloody good hand into the block of ice and channeled his remaining Mana into it to try and grow the blockage.  It worked.  The block of ice slowly expanded, encompassing the entire head of the beast, weighing it down even further.

Duke stared into its eyes as he saw its panic at not being able to move or even breathe.  His anger boiled within him, but he spoke coldly and with his command voice. “Don’t ever fuck with The Duke.  You. Will. Lose.”  The light of life faded from Chodo’s eyes as her struggles ended.  Duke was greeted with a system message:

*** Congratulations!  You have completed the first level of the Lake Front Dungeon.  You have one hour to collect whatever loot you may find before you must decide whether to continue or to leave the dungeon.  When this hour is up, you will be transported to a safe room where you may recover for up to one week before proceeding to the next level or departing the dungeon.  Rewards will be distributed upon your decision. Dungeon restrictions have been temporarily lifted. ***
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                Duke quickly read the message and set to work.  The first thing he noted was how much his right shoulder stump hurt but, thankfully, the bleeding had stopped.  He grit his teeth against the pain and tried to pull the boss’ corpse into his INVENTORY.

***Warning, this object exceeds the storage capacity of your Ability.  Increase your Ability’s rank to increase your available storage capacity.***

“Fucking great.  Maybe I can cut it to pieces and take the best parts or something, not that I have a clue what the most useful parts that would be.  But first, I should go loot the lair, right?”  Duke looked around the area quickly and spotted e a massive hole where Chodo must have come from.  “And I’m talking to myself again.  Brilliant.”

“Duke!  I can hear you.  Are you alright?”  Baslin’s voice shocked him momentarily, but Duke smiled as he had regained comms.

“Well, here’s the sitrep.”

“The what?”

“Nevermind.  Fucking idioms.  I beat the first level of the dungeon and received a message that dungeon restrictions have been temporarily lifted.  I am guessing that is why we have comms again.”

"Comms?  Right.  Communications.  Your vernacular is quite entertaining.  Congratulations on completing the level.  How difficult was it?”

 “I’d give this a six out of ten.  It only cost me an arm, not an arm and a leg.”

 “Cost you an arm?  What are you talking about?”  Baslin responded, confusion evident in his voice.

 Duke turned his head so that the headband pointed at his right shoulder.  He could see the flesh of his shoulder starting to expand, as if a tiny hand was forming from the stump.  Guess that answers that question.  New arm, here we come.  Still hurts like a bitch though.

 “I see.”  Baslin remarked.  “Your ability to heal is quite remarkable.  I wonder if you are part troll or something.”

 “Just on the internet.”

 “On the what?”

 “Oh, just ignore it and let’s move on.  I have a choice here and dwindling time to make it.  First, I have to go loot this thing’s den and then figure out what parts of the corpse I can take with me.  It seems that the whole thing is too big to fit in my INVENTORY. So, what parts are the most important for you to craft with?”

 “Right.  Teeth and claws for sure.  It should have a core – that’s probably the most valuable part of it all.  Beyond that, some bones, the heart, liver, and the stomach might be useful.  Most of the rest of it is really just meat.  It might be high-quality meat to eat so consider cooking some up for yourself.”

 Duke acknowledged Baslin’s advice and hurried into the large opening that the boss had made.  Finding its lair was a matter of minutes after that as it was a straight shot from where it burst out.  Duke quickly moved through the lair, pulling everything that looked remotely interesting or useful into this INVENTORY before returning to the corpse and trying to do some butchering.

Duke sighed as he wound up using his sword to carve into the dead boss.  At least it’s good for something after all.  It took most of the rest of the hour to cut out the parts that Baslin requested, especially since half that time was with only one arm.  It all went into his INVENTORY and Duke took a few minutes to consider his options.  Should I continue?  The only thing there were two things that were difficult for this level.  The mobs hid and the boss was immune to my go-to element.  Beyond that, it wasn’t that bad.  Sure, they bit really hard, and I probably should invest in some sort of armor but my regen fixed me up every time.  If I can be mobile and hit and run, there’s not much that I can’t take on from what I’ve seen.  I think that makes up the decision for me.  One more level and the re-evaluate.

As Duke made his decision, the world dissolved into blackness before he found himself in what appeared to be a room from an inn.  There was a bed against the wall with a dresser.  There even appeared to be shuttered window.  A cast-iron belly stove glowed with a warm light in the far corner and a desk occupied the near one.

***Transportation initiated!

Delver, you have a decision to make.  Will you leave the dungeon or will you rest, recover, and return for the next level.  Note that for each consecutive level of the dungeon you complete, your ultimate rewards will be increased.  Regardless of your decision, you will receive the rewards of the level you just completed.  Be sure to decide before your recovery time is complete.  ***

Duke chose to continue to the next level and was subsequently inundated with reward messages.

*** Congratulations Delver!  Since this level has gone so long without being completed, your rewards have been enhanced.

For slaying 84 Giant Ferrets with an average level of 50, you have received 242,045 experience.

For slaying Chodo, the Lady of the Burrows, you have received 13,300 experience.

For completely clearing all opponents in this level, you have received an additional 25,000 experience.

A prize chest has been placed in your recovery room.

***

Duke stared at the notices as he realized just how much experience he received in the first level.  Without hesitation, he lay down on the bed to get some rest and let it all assimilate.  He fell asleep quickly and awoke to delicious level-up messages.

***Well, that was exciting!  You took on an ancient dungeon.  We never could have seen that coming. *wink* Oh, you thought you found this all on your own?  You really are full of yourself.  Now, on to the bits you have been waiting for.

All that experience has shot you right up to level 26.  Since you didn’t bother to spend the Characteristic points from the last level, you now have 98 points to spend.  You might want to spend some before moving on to the next dungeon level.

You made considerable use of your OVERCHANNEL Ability.  It has increased 5 levels to Initiate 10.

Your LIGHTNING Ability was used well.  It increased to Initiate 20.

Let’s talk about REGENERERATION.  You regrew an entire limb.  That’s pretty amazing, for you, anyway.  It has increased to Practiced 35.

Oh, and then you went and used ICE DART so far above its intended purpose that we’re just going to change it to ICE and bring it up to Initiate 10.  Well done!

How many times did you REPAIR your clothes?  Nobody else remembers either, but it was used prodigiously, enough to move it up to Novice 10.

So, you tried to put an elephant into a thimble…your INVENTORY increases to Initiate 5.  Learn your limits, but don’t hold yourself to them.

Ah, and then there is Dodge.  You tried to use this Skill countless times.  At best, you are marginal at it.  Call it Initiate 12.

Every time you pick up a sword, I can’t stop laughing.  Really.  It’s like you’re intentionally bad at it.   Take a bump in Blades to Novice 2 for at least trying.  Failing, but trying.

Be mindful of the dungeon difficulty.  It won’t get any easier but I’m…er, um, yes…we’re sure that you were aware of increasing difficulties by level.  There.  I said it?  Happy now?

You are still transmitting, fool.

Never you mind that last bit.  System glitch.  Carry on. ***

Duke shook his head at the oddness of the final section of the message.  I wonder what that was all about.  Are there two entities… Duke saw a flash before his eyes and when he was done blinking to get his vision back, he continued right where he left off – spending points after leveling.  Yes, that’s exactly where he left off.

Baslin, you there?  I could use some advice.”  Duke asked hopefully.

“Oh, you’re done sleeping.  Excellent.  How were the rewards from the dungeon?”

“Rewards?  Pretty sweet so far.  I got enough experience to more than double my level.  How’s that for you?”

“That is an impressive jump for certain.  How many kills did that take?”

“I think the count was about 85.”

“Wow.  What level were they?  Even 85 monsters should not have been enough to double your level.”

“Um…they were all around level 50 except the boss which was closer to level 100.”

“There’s no way you should have been able to take them on at your level.  None.  You should be dead.  No question about it.”

“I’ve told you before.  I’m not the average person.  I’ve always performed above spec.  I work harder and refuse to lose.  That’s just who I am.  I shouldn’t have walked away from the crash but somehow, I’m here.  I should not have survived the fight in the arena, yet here I stand.  That level should have killed me, and it would have if I didn’t pull it out in the end.  The next level?  I’ve all but been told that it will be harder still, but I’ll walk out of it because that’s who I am.”

“That is quite the level of self-confidence.  I’m glad that we are on the same side then, right?”

“Right.”

“Now, Duke, what was it you needed advice on?’

“I have almost a hundred Characteristic points to spend.  I have some ideas, but I wanted your take on it to see if there are some hidden landmines I should avoid.”

“One, what is a landmine?  No, on second thought, I understand the context.  Two, how in the world do you have a hundred points to spend?  You gained, what twelve levels?”

“Fourteen, but I already had a level’s worth banked and waiting to see if I needed them in a specific stat.  But now, this is too many to hang on to.  I don’t want to stunt my growth after all.”

“How many points are you getting per level?”  Baslin’s tone had changed from incredulity to fascination.

“I get six per level.  I could peanut butter them, but I don’t think that is my best course.  Might be, but I just don’t know.”

“Six!  At a Tier one!  That is…wow, just wow.  Most Tier ones get two or three per level.  A few, if they have an especially rare class might get four at the top end.  Six is just unheard of.  I can’t wait for you to hit Tier two and see how many you get then.  I hypothesize that it will be between nine and twelve and that is going to accelerate things to…Wow.  Yes, it is good that you have me to guide you.  What is your current breakdown?”

Duke relayed his stats.  Smiling as he realized that he was already well beyond baseline human limits before he even added any more points.

Baslin whistled.  “Add ten to everything to start.  That will leave you with-” Baslin paused for a calculation.  “Thirty points left to spend?”

“Yep.  Spending them now.”  Duke spent the points and promptly collapsed to the floor as his body was wracked with absolute agony as muscles stretched thinner, grew thicker, and returned to stronger muscle tone.  Sinews twisted in on themselves, tightening and stretching as well.  His clothes shredded, soaked with blood and other unidentifiable fluids.  His body tried to scream but his muscles were too taught to move.  He twitched on the floor gurgling drool and what may have been the contents of his stomach.

His mind froze as thoughts, feelings, and perceptions flooded his consciousness.  His senses scrambled.  Colors assaulted his taste buds, smells made his skin itch, and the feeling of himself gurgling made his eyes ache.  It lasted for a matter of less than a minute but for that time, Duke was floored.

Baslin chuckled on the other end.  “Bet that hurt.”

“Hurt, motherfucker?  That about tore me apart!”

“Don’t worry, any damage should be fleeting, and you are in a secure location.  What effects have you noticed?”

Duke climbed to his feet to realize that what remained of his clothes fit a bit too tight now and were covered with blood.  He used REPAIR and CLEANSE and was thankful to see that his clothes adjusted to his new frame, even growing longer as he seemed to have gained a centimeter or three in height.  He examined his sheet and noticed a few things that stunned him.

His Health was now over 3,000 and his Mana had topped over 5,000!  His Mana regen had jumped to over 1,500 per minute and his actual REGENERATION was over 1,300 per minute!  He relayed these findings to Baslin.

“Outstanding.  Now we are going to take it to the next level.  You know, because the next level is going to much more actively try and kill you.  Add eleven to Endurance and Psyche both.”  Baslin’s sense of anticipation was palpable.

Duke braced himself and added the points.  The changes did not hurt nearly as much this time and he was able to endure the pain now that he was getting used to it.  He quickly noted and relayed that his Health nearly hit 4,000 and his Mana was now closing in on 6,000.  His regens had also jumped.

“Perfect.  Spend the last eight however you like.  I might suggest even more into Endurance but that is up to you.  It would likely push your Health above 4,000 and give you a chance to survive a few hits before you are in trouble.”

“That sounds reasonable, perhaps even advisable.  Thanks for the advice.  You know, with all this Mana, I can OVERCHANNEL every Ability I use.  I wonder if that is what they had in mind?’

"They?” Baslin inquired.

 “Whomever sent me to this world.  There had to be a reason for it and maybe this is part of their grand design.  I don’t know but I have to have some sort of faith that there’s a reason for all this.”

 “Find your own purpose in this world, Duke.  Do not rely on others to set a purpose for you.”

 “Good advice, Baslin.  I suppose I already have my PURPOSE.  Time to get to the rest of my loot and get ready for level two.  I’ll connect with you later.  Thanks again, Baslin.”

 “Anytime, my apprentice.”  Baslin chuckled at the thought.

            

    
        Chapter 23

    
    
    
    
                Duke moved over to the chest that had been waiting for him since he was transported to the waiting room.  He carefully opened it with the brief thought that he hadn’t checked to see if it was trapped.  He quickly followed that thought with the realization that he wouldn’t know how to find a trap or even disarm one if he managed to find it.  Barbarian pick lock it is!

The chest wasn’t locked or trapped and easily opened.  It then dissolved into light, leaving behind a set of oddly formed pants and shirt.  They appeared to be made of some sort of thin and flexible leather.  He activated his IDENTIFY Ability.

***You have found Ancient Ghoulskin Armor.  This armor is made from the flayed skin of an ancient ghoul.  In addition to its physical protection, it provides its wearer with the ability to sense living beings in a ten-meter radius.  It provides a 10% reduction to all physical damage received. ***

Not sure if that is good loot or not.  I’ll have to go through the other things and see how it compares but it will provide more protection than what I’m wearing right now.  With that thought, Duke put the armor on and was heartened to see that it adjusted to fit him.  Is that resize ability common to magical items or am I just lucky?  Since it wasn’t listed as a property, I’m going to go with it as a baseline magic item property until proven otherwise.

Duke was able to quickly get the feel for his new armor and the Sense Life ability was easy to use.  He discovered two things when he used it.  First, there was no living beings within ten meters of himself which was rather unsurprising.  Secondly, the ability had a five-minute duration and a ten-minute cooldown.  Guess I’m not using that continuously.

The rest of the items he had taken from the boss’ lair and the other burrows he could investigate before time ran out were varying degrees of interesting.  In all, he had found 5 medium crystals and fourteen other items.  There were three bottles that IDENTIFY told him were a Potion of Levitation, a Potion of Tongues, and a Bottle of Eternal Whiskey.  He immediately sampled the last one and discovered that it was actually good whiskey.  He smiled as he put them into his INVENTORY.

Next, he found a Gem of Radiance that emitted a warm light sufficient to light up an average-sized room and a Firestarter Stone which was fairly obvious in its use.  There were a pair of mundane items – a prism and a spyglass.  He put them away in his INVENTORY.

Next were items that he needed to IDENTIFY as they were magical.  Among them were:

***You have found a LifeForce Ring.  This ring will increase your Endurance +3 as long as it is worn. ***

***You have found a pair of Dancing Shoes.  These shoes provide a +3 to Agility and also provide +10 levels in the Dancing Skill while worn. ***

***You have found a Map of the Stars.  This map will provide you with an accurate map of the current alignment of the stars regardless of current weather conditions or depth underground. ***

***You have found a Brush of Color Transmutation.  This brush will paint any object up to your Psyche in surface area any color you desire.  The color will last for (Mana invested) minutes. ***

***You have found a Ghostly Key.  This key will unlock any noncorporeal or spirit lock.  It has two uses remaining. ***

***You have found an Eversharp Dagger.  This dagger will remain sharp indefinitely.  If used as a weapon, it will inflict reduced damage, but wounds made by it will bleed for additional damage over time. ***

Duke paused before he IDENTIFIED the final item.  He put the rest into his INVENTORY and carefully examined the final piece – a sword.  If he was ever going to be confident with a blade, having a magical sword would undoubtedly help.  With great eagerness and anticipation, he activated IDENTIFY.

***You have found a Singing Sword.  This sword will belt out a battle hymn every time it is drawn with intent to be used for violence.  The battle hymn provides a temporary +10 to Skill with Blades.  This bonus will not bring a wielder above the threshold of the next rank. ***

A fucking singing sword!  You have got to be fucking with me.  Seriously?  Whatever.  I’m still going to use it.  +10 to a Skill I can barely use is still +10.  Fucking figures.

He put the ring and the shoes on to get the bonuses and thought about where to put his remaining points.  After ten minutes of debating himself, he decided to add one to Endurance and seven to Strength.  He strained through the changes in his body, but it was nowhere near as traumatic as last time.  He took a few more minutes to get his head settled before beginning to plan his next trip into the Dungeon.

First off, I’ve got to get used to how my new stats affect things.  I am a lot stronger than I was when I woke up.  I should be faster too.  But how do I test it?  How do I train it?  All, without leaving this single room?  Nothing to it but to try.

Duke started with some simple exercises.  Or at least he tried to.  He dropped down to do some push-ups and found that every time he pushed up, he went up faster than expected and his hands came right off the floor.  At first this confused him but the more he did it, the more he started to play with the exercise.  It wasn’t long before he could regularly push-up to a standing position. The first time he tried it, however, he pushed too hard and completely flipped over, landing flat on his back after stumbling for a half of an off-balance step.

Duke lay on the floor laughing at his own antics.  “Shit, I wish my squadron mates could see me do that.  They’d flip the fuck out.  Oh flip, hah.  Yeah, I’m getting loopy.  What I wouldn’t do for a proper gym right now.”

“Does the Delver require additional facilities to prepare himself?”  Duke stopped, stunned at the voice.  He spun around, looking for who had spoken to him but found nothing.

“Who said that?”  Duke asked, his eyes flashing around the room.

“It is I, the Lake Front Dungeon Concierge.  It has been so long since I have had a guest in my chambers that I almost don’t know what to do anymore.  Let me see…oh, yes, that’s it.”  The voice paused and then returned with the air of, well, a hotel concierge.  “Greetings Delver.  Welcome to the Waypoint of the Lake Front Dungeon.  I am-“ Again it paused, seemingly confused.  “I am.  I am afraid that I no longer remember my name.  Oh, this is most concerning.  What else have I forgotten?  How can a dungeon forget?  This will never do.”

“Sam.”  Duke interjected.  “Let’s call you Sam.  Alright?”

“Sam?  I suppose that is as good a name as any.  What language is this that you are speaking?  It is not one that I have on record, and I have hundreds of languages recorded.  It is giving my translation protocols quite the workout.”

“Hi, Sam.  I’m Duke and I’m speaking English.”  Duke continued to look around the room for the source of the voice.  It took a hard look at the upper corner of the room over the bed before he noticed a slight distortion in the stone wall.  He walked closer to it as the conversation continued.

“English?  How remarkable.  And well met, my Duke.  I must inform Your Grace that I do not have the English language on my list of approved languages.  I may have to consult with the Overmind to get a ruling on using the language myself.”

“Come again?  Overmind?  Ruling?  What on Earth are you talking about?  And I’m NOT a frigging Duke.  It’s just my name.  Fuck!”

“I apologize, Traveller.  I am uncertain what this Earth you refer to is, but I will assume that is your place of origin.  As for the Overmind?  That is the Entity that rules over all the dungeons of Teldin.  They are the one, the singular.  The beginning and if They be pleased, the end of us all.  This should be common knowledge.  How is it that you do not know such things?”

“Let me ask you this question instead.” Duke countered.  “When was the last time you spoke to a Delver?”

“Well, that was only- “Yet again, Sam paused, apparently searching through memories of some sort.  “It has been more than ten thousand years since I have conversed with a Delver.  How much has the world changed in that time?  Tell me, Duke, Is there still the city on my lakefront?  Does the Guild still regulate who can come in here?”

“I hate to break it to you, but your lake front is in a cavern that is so far hidden that I only chanced my way upon it after plunging into the cavern from above.  I’m likely the only Delver you are going to have for quite some time.”

Sam was quiet for long enough to have Duke sit down on the bed to wait.  When he finally spoke again, his voice had considerable strain.  “I am sorry Duke, but I have to ask you to do something for me.  It is not something easy and you may not be able to do it.”  Sam paused.

“Way to butter me up but go on.”  Duke did not like the sound of the new somber dungeon concierge.

“I need you to complete my trials and retrieve my core.  I cannot make any of the trials easier or truly aid you in any way that is not allowed but I do have to ask this of you.  I need to return to the surface and perhaps then I can contact my brethren.  I have been so far removed from them that I am lucky to be sane.  Will you do this for me?”

“That is asking a lot of me for nothing in return.  What would I get out of this deal? And what is this core you are talking about?”

“My core is my true self.  All you see around you is merely a construct projected from my core.  In essence, my core is the whole dungeon.  By taking it with you, you can set the dungeon up elsewhere and delve into its depths whenever you want.  You could set it up so that others could delve into it and charge them for the privilege.  And…if you complete this task for me, I will ensure that you receive the maximum rewards that can be provided.”

Baslin’s voice rang through Duke’s head.  “By the king’s left testicle!  Take the deal!  The rewards from this could be artifact-ranked!”

Duke agreed with Baslin’s thoughts. He knew he was going to go for it but wanted a bit more information before doing so.  “Sam, how many levels are in the dungeon?”

“There are currently five levels to the dungeon.  At one time there were twenty.  Oh, that was a glorious time.  I had parties of adventurers coming and going all the time.  You can make that happen again!”  Sam’s excitement was contagious, and Duke could feel his adrenaline starting to edge upwards.

“One more question, Sam.  Are YOU the dungeon, or just some sort of spokesman?”

“I am the dungeon but not wholly the dungeon as I interact with you.  You are likely not conversant with multidimensional entities and trying to explain it to you would only serve to confuse.  For all you need to know, yes, I am the dungeon, but do not expect to interact with me outside of this space.  That would be…irregular.”

“Good enough.  Let’s get this next level going then.”  Duke felt like his nerves were sparking with electricity.  He was not sure where the excitement was coming from, but he was raring to go.

“As you wish.  Opening the portal to the second level now.”

The room’s door shimmered and pixelated into nothingness, leaving a glowing green portal with an ornately written sign: Level Two.  Duke entered.
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                Duke emerged from the portal into a stone hallway.  The walls were a smooth stone that was squared off, as if finely constructed.  There were a pair of torches set in sconces at the entry on either side of Duke.  He did not see any torches further down the passage so he figured light would be a problem.  Thankfully, he now had a solution for that problem that didn’t cost him any Mana.  He withdrew his Gem of Radiance and held it in his left hand, leaving his right ready for action.

“OK, let’s do this!”  Duke confidently walked down the now lit hallway and blithely snapped a tripwire after walking no more than three meters.  His only warning was the sound of the tripwire snapping.  White hot pain shot through his lead leg as a stone spear launched from the wall and straight through.  Duke groaned, partially in pain but more at himself for not even thinking about something so basic.

Duke pulled the spear out of his calf, wincing as it scraped against his bone.  He started to toss it aside but stopped himself as he felt the weight of it.  The spear was made of a very dense stone and weighed nearly 15 kilos.  There was no way he could have wielded it previously, but at his current Strength level, it actually was not that bad in his grip.  The two-and-a-half-meter length was short enough that he could probably wield it in these passages as they were about four meters wide.  Duke took his new spear and IDENTIFIED it.

***You have found a dungeon stone spear.  This spear is particularly heavy and sturdy.  It is unclear what will happen to it should it be removed from the dungeon but there is only one way to find out, right? ***

“Thanks for the spear, Sam.”  Duke quipped as he set forth down the passageway, his new spear held in front of himself and downward so that it would hit any tripwire before he did.  At least that was his thought.  The passage continued arrow-straight for about 50 meters before is came to a 4-way intersection.  The entire time, Duke was fumbling with the spear and the Gem of Radiance.  The spear was most comfortable in both hands, but the Gem was too big to really do that well.  After juggling both all the way up to the intersection, Duke finally gave in and put the Gem away to began channeling his LIGHT magic into the spear.  It glowed with a slight bluish tinge but provided ample light.  With some experimenting, Duke found that he could increase or decrease the glow with the amount of Mana he channeled into the spear easily. 

He stepped back from the intersection and experimented further.  Through careful concentration and manipulation, he managed to channel his LIGHT through the inside of the spear and make just the tip glow.  Finally, by adjusting the flow and shape, he could produce various effects from a laser-thin beam to a floodlight.  Deciding that pouring in 20 Mana a second was the sweet spot, he felt ready to continue and stepped up to the intersection again.

Duke stepped into the intersection and looked both left and right, swinging the spear to shine light down the passages.  Both the left and right passages seemed to end in some sort of door, while the forward passage seemed to continue on beyond his light source but might have a door on the left side ahead.  The doors themselves seemed to be made out of stone similar to the hallways but banded with a dark metal.  They seemed large enough to move heavy equipment through which Duke took as a bad sign of what he may soon be facing.

“Eenie meanie…ah, screw it.  I’m going left.  At least that’s what years of gaming have taught me.”  Duke suited action to words and went down the left passageway.  It had nothing to do with it being the shortest passageway.  Nothing at all.  He didn’t encounter any tripwires along the way which didn’t make him feel any better about the decision.  “Correct path is usually the hardest path.  This could be a problem.”

Duke carefully examined the door before moving to open it.  It was indeed made out of the same grey stone as the rest of the hallway and the banding around it could have been iron.  He shrugged and IDENTIFIED the door wondering if it would work.

***You have found a stone door.  It is banded and reinforced with orichalcum which makes it incredibly durable.  Um…it has a handle.  Maybe try that. ***           

Duke sighed at the snark and reached for the handle.  As his fingers closed around it, electricity shot up his arm, through his body, and out his feet.  If he were not so heavily attuned to the element, he would certainly have been in bad shape.  Instead, he only took 317 damage from the shock.  The door slamming open and smashing him into the wall and bouncing him down the hall, however, hurt a bit more, doing a full 423 points of damage.  Somehow, he managed to hold onto his spear even as he tumbled to the floor in the darkness as his concentration on the LIGHT channeled through the spear had broken.

Duke scrambled to his feet in the dark and forced LIGHT through the spear yet again.  He could feel his REGENRATION already healing the minor battering he had taken but his attention was firmly grasped by the armored figures charging through the door towards him.

The armored men were all short and extremely broad.  They had massive beards covering most of their faces.  All Duke could tell was that they wore helms, had big noses, and carried axes and large shields.  The light of the glowing spear gave their skin a deep red hue.  Duke didn’t have time to tell much more before the figures virtually filled the hallway, five abreast and two deep.  Yep, calling them Red Dwarves for now.

Duke readied his spear and considered how to approach this challenge.  He could use magic easily and probably blast them away with little effort, but he knew he needed a ton of work on his melee capabilities.  He decided to start with the spear and see where it went from there.  He readied himself for a full charge.

What he got instead was a steady shield wall advancing step by measured step towards him in mechanical precision. Despite his strong Intuition, he was not able to see any openings in their defense.  He readied his spear as their wordless advance finally reached him.  He thrust the spear forward as hard as he could, hoping to pierce between shields or maybe even through one.

With a thundering crack, the spear slammed into the shield in front of him, striking with the force of a sledgehammer.  The shield wall paused to absorb the blow and countered with axe swings which Duke scrambled backwards to keep out of reach.  The shield Duke had hit showed nothing more than a dusty grey mark where the spear had struck.  It was otherwise unaffected.

Duke took a few more steps back as the shield wall began its advance again.  Shit, this is not working!  And what the hell is that noise behind me?  Duke spun around in a full circle as he reached the intersection, shining his light all around.  What he was more of these Red Dwarves coming from each of the other halls, all marching in lockstep and closing in on him.  Oh, fuck it.  Magic it is!

Duke glanced back to the original groups to gauge their distance, spun around to face the group coming from behind him, and TELEPORTED behind the first group.  Without missing a beat, he slammed his spear into the knee joint of one of the dwarves.  It struck solidly and caused the knee to temporarily buckle.  The Dwarves spun around in synchrony, once again presenting him with an interlocked shield wall which caused Duke to leap backwards once again.

Having a moment of inspiration, Duke ran further along the hallway, grabbed the inside handle of the door and slammed it shut behind himself as he ran into the room beyond.  He found a bar next to the door and slammed it home.  “Ha!  Fuck you.  I’m on the other side of the door now, assholes!“  Duke froze as he realized just how much he just tempted fate.  He slowly turned around, fearing what he would see.

The room was empty, and Duke let out a sigh of relief.  The room itself was quite large, some sixty by thirty-six meters in dimension.  The far wall had a series of alcoves along it that were large enough for a person to stand in comfortably as well as another closed door leading out.  Upon further inspection, the alcoves resembled giant charging stations.  Robots?  Are the frickin’ dwarves robots?

Duke’s eyes shot back to the original door as it began to shudder under the impact of what he guessed was the dwarves’ axes.  “OK, timeline changing somewhat.  A few choices.  Door number one where I know there’s dozens of these dwarves trying to kill me or door number two that could have something even more dangerous.  Or not.  Door number two it is.  And screw this hand to hand bullshit.  I’m blasting the fuck out of whatever is on the other side of the door.”

Duke waited another few seconds for his REGENERATION to top off his Health and then pushed the far door open.  This time, he wasn’t bothering to use the spear as a light.  He had dropped it into his INVENTORY and was holding the Gem of Radiance instead.  The door opened smoothly into the hall and Duke wondered at the engineering of it all. 

Beyond the door there was another hallway leading to yet another door.  Duke shrugged and moved up to the other door.  He grasped the door in his right hand and pulled it open, stepping back to see inside the room.

Stepping back had been the right choice as an axe came swinging out of the door, right where he had been standing.  It was more Red Dwarves!  Duke reacted nearly instinctively this time, reaching out with his TELEPORTATON and tearing the axe away from the dwarf.  The facial expression of the dwarf didn’t change, still fixed in a rictus of rage.  Duke swung the axe down at it with all the strength he could muster in his right arm.  The dwarf raised its shield to accept the blow with an awful clang.

Duke danced backwards to avoid the follow-up shield bash from the dwarf.  He continued to back away grabbing axes and shields with his TELEPORTATION Ability.  Quickly, his INVENTORY was filling with the dwarven weapons of war, and the dwarves still filtered into the hallway, forming their two ranks with their arms held as if they still had their axes and shields.  Duke chuckled as he hefted the one axe he held onto his shoulder and dropped the Gem of Radiance.  He gave them a come-on gesture and blasted an OVERCHANNELED FORCE DART into the center dwarf.

The dwarf stumbled backwards as its chest caved in but was quickly set back into line by the black line.  Inexorably, they marched forward.  Duke found himself at the threshold of the previous room as he backed away from the advancing dwarves.  He could hear the pounding on the door behind him having added sounds of stone splintering and cracking as well.  A quick glance backwards showed the door spiderwebbed with cracks.  It would not hold much longer.

Duke quickly assessed his situation.  His Health was at full, and he still had about 3,400 Mana left.  That was enough for some heavy channeling. He quickly made a plan.  If it worked, he would be fine.  If not, he was going to have some serious problems.  He planted his feet at concentrated his Mana into an enormous LIGHTNING strike.  “Suck on this, assholes!”

Duke poured an extra 1,000 points of Mana into the LIGHTNING knowing that it would arc all over the place with that much extra power.  He was counting on it.  While the dwarves were a mere four meters away from him, he unleashed!  The bolt launched across the distance, igniting the air between in a cerulean blue that belied the power behind the strike.  In an instant, the bolt struck the dwarves.

The dwarves’ stone bodies flashed to unimaginable temperatures and exploded into shrapnel that filled the hallway.  The wave of destruction washed over Duke before he could raise an arm to shield his eyes from the blast.  He was slammed across the room and into the far wall leaving him bleeding and stunned.

Duke shook his head to shake the cobwebs out and get moving again.  His head was ringing but he knew he had to move because the last thing he saw as he was tumbling through the air and before he hit the wall was the remains of the other door disintegrating in the blast of shrapnel.  Duke levered himself back to his feet and promptly sank back to his knees as his Stunned status had been replaced with Concussed status.  His head still swam, and his blurry vision picked up some sort of movement in the room, but it was nearly impossible to see with all the dust of pulverized rock floating in the air.  Something in the back of his mind was screaming at him to move but the dust was just so fascinating to watch.  Such pretty swirls with those even bigger dark things moving within.  It was just so fascinating, so pretty.

The next blow that hit him was not an explosion, but instead there was an explosion of pain in his head.  Duke’s consciousness fled as he collapsed to the floor.
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                Duke awoke to find himself bound in multiple ways. He was standing upright against some sort of vertical board. His arms were bound at the wrist, forearm, elbow, and bicep. His legs were similarly bound as was his chest, stomach, and neck. He even had a strap around his forehead holding his head down. He had no idea where his armor had gone as he was practically naked. Oh, this can’t be good. One quick Teleport and I’m free. Fuck you! Duke activated his TELEPORTATION Ability and got nowhere.

***Warning! You attempted to activate a Mana-dependent Ability with zero Mana. The Ability logically failed. Continued attempts may cause damage. ***

Duke quickly brought up his stats and saw that he, indeed, had zero Mana. He watched as the number didn’t fluctuate. With his Mana regen, he should be getting 30 Mana a second. Oh, Fuck me! His thoughts were interrupted as a creature entered his sight. It was what could only be described as a steampunk nightmare.

It was cobbled together with random metallic limbs that did not match in the least combined with exposed fleshy parts that all had differing skin colors and textures. The head was held together with imprecise stitching and flesh from at least a dozen different creatures. The left eye was too small for the head and slit like a reptile’s eye. It was held in place by a brass tubular monocle. The right was too large for the head and glowed with a soft red light. It, too, was held in place by a monocle fitted for it. The nose was similarly a brass fitting that connected the two monocles. The mouth was a lipless slash that housed sharp teeth.

The creature spoke with a terrible lisp that made it hard to understand even with Duke’s XENOGLOSSIA. “It awakethess. Suss a goud eshample. Suss goud peeshess.” Then, with a pop in Duke’s mind, the Ability fully kicked in, normalizing the speech. “Finally, I have all the pieces I need to make myself a new body. It has been so, so long. I can live again! Thank you for coming to me and providing me with such a fine body.” It laughed maniacally as it stumbled over to another table that was laid out with an array of what could only be surgical or dissection tools. Duke’s blood ran cold.

“Where to start? Where to start? Oh, yes. New arms first. That will make the rest so much easier!” The creature spoke absently to itself, ignoring Duke.

“Hey, fuckhead! This ain’t cool. You can’t have my fucking arm! Or any part of me at all! Let me go or you will regret it!”

The creature looked up from its instruments and back to Duke. “It speaks, but it is some strange warbling. Not important. It will never break out of the Nethercloth bindings. No, the bindings will absorb all its Mana. No escaping. No no no. Not this time! I learn! This time no Mana!”

Duke strained against his bonds but could get no leverage as all of his major joints were locked in place. Yet still he strained, frustration and panic washing over him like a haze. He groaned and eventually screamed with the effort. There was no give. None. It was as if the bindings were absolute and he was never going to get loose. Still, he raged at his situation. Trapped again! Restricted! Bound! His mind raged as his body struggled. He even felt deep inside himself, in his innermost consciousness, a stirring of his PURPOSE. This, too, was swept away by the Nethercloth, the Mana swept away before anything could activate. Then came motion.

Duke’s eyes snapped open as the table he was on rotated so that he was lying on his back. And then came the pain. His pain receptors spiked as he felt the blade slice into his right shoulder. The creature was next to him, leaning over him with his surgical tools cutting away the skin from Duke’s shoulder. Every cut was met with renewed pain as Duke’s REGENERATION fought to repair the damage even as it was occurring.

“It heals too fast. What to do, what to do? It heals. Yes…it heals.” The creature placed its surgical tools back on the table and left the room. Duke continued to struggle against his bonds to no avail. He could feel his own blood cooling on his skin as it began to drip onto the floor. It tickled even as the wound finished closing and healing. He gritted his teeth and pulled for all he was worth, still screaming in rage and frustration at his predicament. His throat quickly became raw from the screaming only to heal itself seconds later. He screamed more.

Duke did not know how long he strained against his bonds, but his mind was scrambling for a way out of the situation when it struck him that his INVENTORY Ability did not require Mana to activate. He pulled the Elven Dagger of Sharpness out of his INVENTORY and into his right hand in a reverse grip. The blade felt good in his hand, and he began sawing at the binding around his wrist, finally having a hopeful moment.

The blade refused to cut, even feeling extraordinarily dull against his skin. Did the Nethercloth suck the magic out of the blade too? Duke felt his hope fade as despair wrapped his soul in darkness. He barely heard the return of the creature and would not had it not returned with a gigantic golem. The thing was shaped like the rest of the Red Dwarves but was over four meters tall. The axe it held was nearly as large as Duke himself.

“Are you done screaming? Not that you could understand me. Anyway, thank you for the arm.”

Arm? What? Oh my god! No! Not again! Duke’s thoughts were shattered as the giant blade slammed down on the table, cleanly severing his right arm. Duke passed out.

Duke awoke hours later to see his torturer standing over him once again, tightening the straps along his newly regrown arm. He could feel the heat of the creature’s breath on his neck as it finished binding him once again – with his own arm. Duke watched in horror as he saw his own limb dexterously tighten the bindings around his new arm. It was surreal and horrific. His sense of dread and despair deepened.

“Oh yes, this arm works so well. So strong and agile. I must have the other one too. What other glorious secrets does this body hold for me? Could I use the heart? The lungs? Oh yes, everything in time. Not the brain. I must keep my own, for sure. But how much can it grow back? Must test before taking anything vital. Yes, test, test. test!”

Duke continually screamed obscenities at his captor mixed with threats. It neither understood nor cared as it prepared its own surgical site, removing its constructed left arm. It had also removed its left eye and placed it on the table pointing back at itself. It turned its now empty arm socket to the eye and began reaching in with surgical instruments. It was using the separated eye to see its own surgery. Duke continued to strain, scream, and curse. It did him no good.

With the inevitability of an approaching glacier, Duke could see the moment when the creature felt itself ready for further surgery. Once again, Duke struggled and strained, feeling the tearing of muscles as hysterical strength pulled them beyond the breaking point. The bindings did not budge, even as the enormous axe once again descended, removing Duke’s left arm. The pain and horror again pushed him into merciful unconsciousness.

Duke returned to lucidity an unknown time later, noting that he was once again fully bound, including his new left arm. He did not hear or see the creature for quite some time again. He did not know where the creature had gone but he did know that he was starving and dehydrated to the point where he was nearly delirious.

He removed one of dozens of waterskins from his INVENTORY right onto his face. It took a few minutes of using his teeth, lips, and tongue, but he managed to finally get the spout to his mouth and nearly choked on the water as it flowed down his throat. He bit down on the end, cutting off the stream as he struggled to get the mouthful of water down without choking. It took him several tries but he was able to finish drinking his fill and pulled the waterskin back into his INVENTORY. Food was easier to manage from his INVENTORY as he could take a bite and then send it back into his INVENTORY repeatedly.

By the cycle of hunger, he could tell that he had been imprisoned for days now. He still had no prospect or plan for escape. He continued to strain against his bindings, hoping against hope that eventually the strain on them would do something.

When the creature returned to the room, Duke was stunned to see that it walked on human legs. His legs! “Well, it appears you are lucid again, donor. At least awake. I’m not sure if you were ever lucid. I have to say, these parts you keep making for me are quite spectacular. I really do appreciate the effort.”

The creature came closer, leaning over Duke again. Duke strained again and managed to actually grab hold of it with his hand. The creature struggled to pull away but Duke’s grip was filled with pent up rage, frustration, and hysterical strength. “Now, I have you, motherfucker! Time to pay the piper!” Duke’s grip tightened and tightened around the creature’s coat before it finally sliced Duke’s hand right off with what Duke recognized as the Elven Dagger of Sharpness.

Duke screamed in frustration as he watched the creature pull back his fingers from their now lifeless grip. He then walked across the lab and placed the hand in a jar. When he closed the lid, the jar glowed with a slight pink hue. The creature looked back at Duke and smiled. “Yes, good idea. I should take care to stock up on spares before the dangerous work starts.” He then proceeded to come over and slice off Duke’s other hand, placing it in a similar jar.

Days passed as the creature lopped off parts and placed them in jars. Duke’s mind flailed against sanity, slowly losing the battle. Then, the creature came for Duke’s eyes, and he fully retreated into his own mind. The darkness embraced Duke giving him precious relief from the terror and the pain. He floated in darkness for days, or years, or minutes. Time held no sway in this new world of his. Duke let the darkness consume him as he recalled the favorite lyric of a song that his once roommate always repeated: The only path to heaven is via hell. He knew that he was in hell now. He had died and was paying for his sins. That is the only explanation that made any sense. He sunk deeper into the darkness.

He floated still as a light came into his awareness. A light? In this lightless hell? Duke focused on the light. The slight blue glow grew in his consciousness until it finally filled his vision with a message:

*** Through prolonged contact and use, you have absorbed the Nethercloth Bindings. As these were a Unique magical item, an appropriate Ability is being created as a reward. Your patience is appreciated. Would you like to return to consciousness at this time? ***

Duke’s mind leaped at the thought of freedom, and he snapped his eyes open. His aching arms snapped to his face in surprise and wonder. He took a moment to check his stats and saw that he had regened 30 Mana already. Without further thought, he TELEPORTED!

            

    
        Chapter 26

    
    
    
    
                Duke arrived at the entrance to the level and scrambled to his feet, watching and listening for any movement in the sudden darkness.  He heard no one and could not see anything moving.  He braced himself in the corner of the entrance and waited silently.  He could be silent.  The darkness had taught him all about being silent.  He could control his breathing.  He could control his muscles.  He could move now but he chose not to.  This was his choice, his freedom.  He felt his PURPOSE stir at the thought.

He watched his Mana tick up on his status page.  For three long minutes he strained against the silence as he watched his Mana refill for the first time in longer than he could seem to comprehend.  Finally, mercifully, it finished, reaching its maximum.  He paused, confused as the number was higher than he remembered.  He flipped over to his Characteristic sheet to see if anything had changed there.

Things had definitely changed.  Most of his Characteristics had changed, and not all for the better.  Both his Agility and Reason had dropped by five full points each.  His Intuition had increased by four points and his Endurance had increased by six.  The greatest change of all was his Psyche.  It had increased by a full twenty points.  I guess coming back from madness takes a lot of willpower.  I did come back, right?  Oh, yeah, I’m back.  And I’m going to tear all these motherfuckers to pieces with my massive 6k Mana pool.  I’ve got my freedom back and there is no way any of these fuckers are going to take it away from me again!

With that thought, Duke felt his PURPOSE stir to life within him yet again.  It roared to life, filling him with strength beyond what even he had expected.  His eyes began to glow with power and he could see through the darkness.  It was tinged red, but he was really not sure if that was a factor of the vision or his burning rage.  Regardless, he set forth on his mission of vengeance.

Upon reaching the first intersection, Duke stomped back up the first passage to his left that he had originally taken, charged LIGHTNING crackling around his fist as he prepared for combat.  He reached for the door and threw it wide open.  He could see the Red Dwarven golems pulling themselves out of their alcoves and reading their axes and shields.  Duke didn’t give them a chance to ready themselves and blasted them with LIGHTNING enhanced by an additional 500 Mana and whatever boost his PURPOSE was giving him.  They exploded in the arcing LIGHTNING, but this time, Duke was prepared and had ducked behind the door, allowing it to take the brunt of the back blast.  The few bits that still rebounded off the wall and still managed to hit him hurt, but he could feel his REGENERATION quickly work to repair the damage.

Duke listened for any response.  He did not have to wait long.  He could hear the march of stone feet back down the hall he had come from.  He could not see them coming just yet, but he readied himself just the same.  He took position behind the mostly-closed door.      Hey, didn’t this door get destroyed?  Do the dungeon features repair themselves?  Does that mean that the other Red Dwarves could have been rebuilt?  Fuck!  OK, New plan.  Bar the other door first!  Duke ran across the room and barred the door.  Thankful that nothing had snuck up on him in the meantime.  He returned to his partially opened door to peer down the hall.

He could finally see the Red Dwarf golems marching up the hallway.  They were at least four ranks deep, probably more.  Duke didn’t hesitate and poured a full 1,000 extra Mana into the blast he sent down the hall at the advancing golems and slammed the door closed. 

The blast was even more jarring than the one he remembered that had gotten him slammed so badly.  He was knocked off his feet by the impact with the door but amazingly, it was still mostly intact.  It was cracked and breaking in a number of areas but still attached to the hinges.  Mostly.

Duke listened for a few minutes as the dust swirled down the hall, but there was no further movement.  He smiled.  Gotcha motherfuckers!  “Don’t start none!  Won’t be none!”  He considered his options and decided to, again, continue the way he was originally going.  This would tell him whether the golems reappeared.  Pausing and listening for a few minutes for his Mana and Health to once again top off, he unbarred the door and continued down the hall.

He carefully and quietly opened the door at the end of the hall to be greeted by an empty room.  Good.  No respawning golems it seems. Or at least not yet. He continued through the room and out the far door again.  This time, the door was on the left wall.  Back towards the entrance direction.  I’ll call that way west just to have some sort of convention as I map this out in my mind.  Came in, heading east, made a left turn to the north, and now am headed west again.  Got it.

Duke tentatively opened the door and headed into the hallway.  After three right turns and a left, he found himself heading east again and finally leaving the blank hallway for another door.  With due care, he opened the door to a hallway running perpendicular to the door and another doorway directly opposite his own.  He glanced left and right, not seeing any opposition so he crossed the hallway and opened the opposite door.

The door led to a room that had larger alcoves than the previous rooms had contained but were also similarly empty.  He shrugged and left the room.  He considered a turn to the south but reconsidered.  The rule was to always take the left turn and that would have been to the north.  He continued up the hall and came to another door which he didn’t hesitate to open.  At this point, his PURPOSE had grown quiescent, and he was becoming impatient for action.  He had to use his LIGHT channeling technique to see again.

As he opened the door to another room of empty alcoves, his combat instincts started to churn.  If all of the enemy’s barracks are empty and you are not encountering any resistance, what does that mean?  Duke answered his own question.  Likely, they are preparing an ambush for you with everything they have.  How do I counter that?  By coming from a direction they don’t expect, of course.

Duke stood in the center of the room, ignoring the alcoves around himself as he delved into his memories.  The days, perhaps weeks, he had laid on his back in the lab had given him a quite detailed picture of the layout of the lab.  He had noted the myriad racks of equipment and shelves along the walls.  There was one rack of equipment that did not have anything on top of it.  He smiled as he pictured the rack in his mind and rotated the image in his mind.  His special sense had always been at the top of the class and that was one of the many things that made him such a good pilot.

The rack was located on the back wall behind all the shelves of “spare parts” that had been taken from Duke.  He shuttered, first with revulsion, but then with rage at the thought.  That creature has taken too much of me from me.  That will not stand!  All the parts and pieces it was made from when it nabbed me were from other creatures.  Probably other delvers.  Dear God, that thing is an absolute horror!  Duke’s PURPOSE flared back to life at that thought.  LIGHTNING crackled along his entire body as he felt the rush of power flow over him.  He prepared himself for the fight and then TELEPORTED.

Duke appeared in the lab, perched on top of the equipment rack and surveyed the room.  There was only one other occupant in the room, and it was not the creature he was looking for.  It was the massive golem that had chopped his arms off.  Duke didn’t hesitate to blast the thing with LIGHTNING followed by a TELEPORT back to the previous room. 

He waited a full minute for his Mana to regen and TELEPORTED back to the room, this time choosing a corner he had spotted that had been relatively clear of equipment.  The room was complete wreckage.  Most of the lab was reduced to scattered chunks of debris and charred remains.  The table Duke had been strapped to was all that remained intact.  Duke shuddered as he saw it there, apparently unscathed.

A single figure stood in the doorway observing the destruction with an inscrutable look on its face.  Duke’s face.  The creature stood there staring at the wreckage wearing Duke’s entire body – and his armor.  It slowly turned toward him, and a smile slowly grew across its features.  “Ah, there you are, my donor.  I don’t know how you escaped but no matter.  I’ll collect you now.  Back onto the table you go.”  It spoke with such calm cheeriness that it made Dukes hair stand on end.

Duke almost froze in indecision.  He wanted to tear this creature apart, but he knew that any blast at this range would catch him as well as amped he was on PURPOSE right now.  He instead opted for as tight a beam of LIGHT as he could manage with an extra 500 Mana poured in.  The LIGHT lanced out in an instant and ran into a scintillating shield of magic, reflecting into the wall between them and boring a deep hole which sent shards of shattered rock exploding outwards.  Thankfully, the vast majority of the shrapnel followed the path of least resistance back towards the creature only to be stopped by its barrier.

“Is that the best you can do, donor?  No wonder my little golems were able to capture you so easily.  I really shouldn’t have bothered with all the grand preparations for you in the other rooms.  It seems that you will be just as easy to capture a second time.”  Its smile was cripplingly eerie, Duke’s face twisted into a grin that he just could not recognize.  The creature advanced through the rubble, its shield forcing piles of debris out of its path effortlessly.  Duke suppressed a wave of panic and fear.  He was The Duke, the best damned pilot around.  He was more than this.  He mattered and he was not bowing down again.  Ever!

Now that he had access to his magic, Duke activated TONGUES and responded.  “That body isn’t yours, asshole!  You are way overdue on your payments.  And I am coming to fucking repossess it!”  Duke launched a FORCE DART at the base of the shield hoping it would knock the creature back and off its feet.  It didn’t.  The bolt was redirected back into the floor, creating a sizable hole.  The resulting grin from the creature sent shivers down Duke’s spine.

The creature slowly walked around the hole smiling that insane smile with Duke’s face the whole time.  “So, at last.  The donor speaks.  Not particularly intelligently, but speech nonetheless.  Your magic will not avail you.  My defensive shield is inviolate.  Surrender to your fate and save us all the time in repairing all the shattered equipment.  You have had your fun, but it is time to get you back on the table.  Go on, donor.  Back onto the table.”  The creature gestured towards the table Duke had been strapped onto.  His eyes involuntarily followed the gesture. and he could swear the table began to glow.  His heart nearly stopped in fear and despair.  Duke’s PURPOSE flared to impossible levels, screaming into his soul with power and latching onto something waiting for a purpose of its own. 

Duke’s response was interrupted by a system message:

***Your patience has been rewarded.  Based on the powers of the Nethercloth bindings, your new Ability has finally been created and unlocked – MANA DRAIN.  This ability allows you to very rapidly drain the Mana from an object or individual.  This is a touch-only ability.  It is unclear what would happen if this Ability were to be OVERCHANNELED so doing so would be unwise. ***

This changed everything.  Duke smiled as he hopped down off of the shelves and calmly walked towards the approaching creature.  “You have no idea who you fucked with.  But you are about to find out.”  With that, he accelerated his steps right up to the creature’s shield and rested his hand upon it with his new Ability activated.  The shield sparked and flared at the contact, shooting debilitating pain down through Duke’s arm.  So much pain that he should have passed out or at least been paralyzed.  Instead, Duke gritted his teeth and shunted the pain off into the darkness now dwelling within his own mind where it faded from his consciousness. He could feel the Mana rushing into him as his body reflexively repaired the damage being done to him.

The creature’s (Duke’s?) eyes snapped wider in panic as it realized that its Mana was declining at an extreme pace.  Duke could sense that it couldn’t keep the shield up for more than a few more seconds at most.  The impossibility of it was written across its face.  It shouted at Duke, “I have the weeks-worth of reserve Mana drained out of you, donor.  The feedback shock should have shut the tour nervous system down by now.  I have studied this body.  I know the body’s limits!  This was impossible!  You cannot resist! How?  How are you not crippled with pain? How!”  The creature scream/whined.

Duke’s smile grew wider as he ignored his blackening arm in favor of the knowledge that the shield was draining and would fail soon.  “Pain isn’t real.  Pain is just nerve endings firing.  You can turn it off.  It is the mind that is truly in control and thanks to you, mine is stronger than ever.”

With a final flash of energy, the shield failed and Duke stumbled forward as the creature wearing his body collapsed to the floor clutching its head in pain. Duke grabbed the creature by its leg and dragged it across the room to the table, continually draining its Mana as he did so.  The creature started to struggle so Duke channeled LIGHTNING through its leg until it stopped.  He dragged the creature and slammed it onto the table, giving it another jolt of LIGHTNING for good measure.

After removing his armor and its other equipment, including his own headband, he tied it in place with leather straps he had found amongst the debris, Duke waited for the creature to awaken, continually draining its Mana.  He saw the flutter of its eyes as it awakened.  “Don’t feign unconsciousness.  I know you’re awake.”

“What…what are you doing?”  The creature asked pleadingly.

“You stole my body.  I’m going to take it back.  Piece by fucking piece.  For as long as it takes.  Sound familiar?”  Duke rode the brutal edge of his rage, just hovering below the boiling point.

“Please, no.  Don’t.”  It begged.

“Really?  You are begging ME to not do to you what you did to me?  In what universe do you think that’s going to fly?”  Duke moved the scalpel he had grabbed off the floor to the creature’s wrist.  “I wonder if you will regrow the hand like I did?  How many times?”  Duke moved closer to begin cutting.

“Please!  No!  I had to!  I had no choice.” It begged, pleading with Duke.

“Oh, I’m fairly certain you had choices.”  Duke responded, dripping venom.

“No, they will unmake me.  After all these centuries, I will be unmade.  Do you know what that means?”

“Do I care is the right question.”  Duke responded, drawing the blade closer yet again.  He paused momentarily confused.  Why was he pulling the blade closer?  Wasn’t it already at the skin?

As Duke hesitated, a distant voice called to him.  “Is this really and truly who you are, Duke?  A torturer?  Is this what you really want?”

Duke’s mind flashed out of the burning crimson rage as his PURPOSE wavered.  The voice returned, “You can feel it, can’t you?  This is not you.  This is circumstance driving you.  Do not sacrifice who you are based on another’s actions.  You are better than this!”

Another voice rumbled through Duke’s mind, rattling his soul.  “Do not interfere!  He has chosen MY path.  Stand aside and allow him to grasp his destiny!”

The first voice countered, “You have driven him to this.  This is not a true choice, and I will let you cloud his mind NO LONGER!”

Duke screamed as he felt something deep within himself break.  He did not know what it was, but he suddenly felt different.  Something had changed but he could not put a finger on it.  What he could tell, for sure, was that he was about to torture a helpless creature and that was not a line he ever wanted to cross.  The thought brought clarity back to his eyes as his PURPOSE both strengthened and retreated.

Duke looked down at the terrified creature wearing his own body as a shell and asked a simple and straightforward question.  “Do you acknowledge that I have defeated you and fully surrender?”  He was not sure where the words came from, but they seemed right to him.

The creature’s eyes opened with hope and relief.  Duke’s eyes disturbingly stared back at his own as the creature responded with the first hints of sanity Duke had seen from it.  “I am well and truly defeated.  I surrender.”              

*** Congratulations!  You have completed the second level of the Lake Front Dungeon.  You have one hour to collect whatever loot you may find before you must decide whether to continue or to leave the dungeon.  When this hour is up, you will be transported to a safe room where you may recover for up to one week before proceeding to the next level or departing the dungeon.  Rewards will be distributed upon your decision. Dungeon restrictions have been temporarily lifted. ***

            

    
        Chapter 27

    
    
    
    
                Duke untied the creature which scrambled to its feet with a healthy dose of fear still in its (Duke’s) eyes.  It then took a step backwards, straightened its back with resolve, and offered Duke a full and formal bow.  Duke raised his eyebrows in confusion.

“Congratulations, Delver.  You are the first and only Delver to make it past this level since its inclusion in this dungeon.  Not only have you completed it, but you have completed the hidden quest by sparing me even after the awful and horrific things I had to do to you.  This level was designed to break your will to persevere.  You will need that will for things to come.  I am not permitted to share more than that information with you.”

Duke was speechless, still reeling from his internal struggle and the odd voices in his head fighting.  He just stared at the creature wearing his skin waiting for the other shoe to drop.  But it didn’t.  The creature waited a moment for a response and after not receiving one, proceeded to pick its way through the rubble of the lab to a blank wall.  It looked back at Duke and waved him over.

Duke cautiously picked his way over the rubble and to the creature.  It tapped on the wall in a complex pattern and paused, waiting.  Several seconds later, the wall began to move sideways and revealed a room hidden behind.  “Come along, Delver.  You have earned the true reward of this level.  Help yourself to anything and everything here.  Be quick about it as your time is running down as you stand there staring.”

Duke broke out of his inaction and moved into the room.  Along the left wall was a full rack of weapons and the right side had suits of armor lining it.  But it was the item in the center of the room that was holding Duke’s attention fully.  Atop a pedestal floated a brightly glowing gem.  It rose and fell gently as if it were a boat bobbing in the sea.  Duke approached and triggered his IDENTIFY Ability.

***You have found The Gem of Attunement.  This Legendary item glows with the inner fire of possibility.  It is potential in tangible form and is a consumable item.  The uses for such a gem are myriad but using such a gem during a Tier-up will have incredible advantages. ***             

Duke snatched the gem into his INVENTORY without hesitation.  He then proceeded around the room, pulling in all the weapons and armor.  Finally, there was a table that had a single tome on it.  Duke triggered his IDENTIFY Ability again.

***You have found the Covenant of Shadows.  This tome was written, lost, and forgotten long before any kingdom still standing in this world was born.  It is ancient and filled with the secrets of Shadow Magic.  Beware, for no one has been watching the shadows for eons – there is no telling what may now lurk there. ***

Duke considered reading the tome then and there, but he decided that he had enough of the dangerous unknown for a while.  He decided to speak with Baslin about it first.

“Thank you, Delver for freeing me in more ways than you could comprehend.  I take my leave of you, and this dungeon, now.  Farewell.”  With another bow, the creature faded from existence. Duke nodded in response, still processing everything he had just gone through when…

***Transportation initiated!

Delver, you have a decision to make.  Will you leave the dungeon or will you rest, recover, and return for the next level.  Note that for each consecutive level of the dungeon you complete, your ultimate rewards will be increased.  Regardless of your decision, you will receive the rewards of the level you just completed.  Be sure to decide before your recovery time is complete. ***

Duke once again stood in the room between levels.  He was, at a minimum, unsettled.  He’d been tortured for so long he couldn’t even remember all of it.  He’d been dismembered, dissected even.  But he had broken free, gaining a new Ability from the ordeal.  All of that would be disturbing enough but he was now hearing voices in his head – and the voices were arguing!  Duke turned to his only “friend” in this world.

“Baslin?  Are you there?”

“Oh, hi, Duke.  Did you forget something before you jump into the second level?”  Baslin was cheery and sounded overtly helpful.

“No, I didn’t forget anything.  I just completed it.”

“How could that be?”  Baslin sounded genuinely confused, which made Duke confused in turn.  “We only stopped speaking a matter of minutes ago.  Was it a short level, somehow designed perfectly for your strengths?”

“Baslin, I was in there for weeks, at least.  Longer perhaps.  It was horrific.”  Duke tried to keep his emotions out of his voice but the weight of it all was still pressing in on him.

Baslin responded contemplatively, “Time compression?  Is such a thing possible?  Yes.  Yes it is possible but only IN A POCKET DIMENSION!  That’s it, Duke!  The dungeon exists in a pocket dimension!  Oh, this is amazing!  I need to get out of this damned tower!  Hurry up and rank up your spells, Duke!”

“Um, yeah.  I’m working on that, Baslin.  Some things happened in this last level.  Bad things.  I’m not sure I can continue running this dungeon no matter how much I am getting out of it.”

“What do you mean?  What happened in there?” Baslin’s voice rang with concern.

“I was dismembered.  Cut apart and used for spare parts as I regrew my limbs.”  Duke voice was down to a trembling, bare whisper.  “Something in me broke.  I don’t know if I’m the same person anymore.”

“Duke, leave the dungeon.  Leave it now and get back here!  Let me help you.”  Baslin’s concern had risen in tenor.

Another voice entered the conversation.  It was Sam, the dungeon’s mouthpiece.  “Duke, please don’t leave.  Please continue.  Don’t abandon me.  You have already solved the worst problem in all the levels.”

“What the fuck are you talking about, Sam?  And you had better make this good because right now there’s not much you could say to get me to stay here.”

“Who are you talking to, Duke?  Who is Sam?” Baslin’s voice had all the concern of a worried parent at this point.

“Baslin, meet Sam.  Sam, meet Baslin.  Sam is the dungeon, but also not the dungeon.  I don’t know how to explain it.  It’s kinda fucked up.”

“You can speak with the dungeon?  Fascinating.  And it’s trying to keep you there?  I can’t hear it so…are you sure that it’s really what it says it is?”

“I…I don’t know.  I’m questioning a lot of things right now.  My sanity, for one.  Baslin, I heard voices in my head, and they were arguing with each other.  That makes me crazy, doesn’t it?  You have a spell to fix that?”

“Please don’t leave me, Duke.  Please.  Not again.  I’ve waited so long.  So long.”  Sam implored.

Baslin responded, “I don’t know if that makes you insane, Duke.  You have been through an ordeal.  Your body heals quickly.  Your mind and soul might need a bit longer to heal.  Come back to the tower and rest.  You can return to the dungeon later if you really feel up to it.”

“That sounds reasonable.  It’s not like I can’t get back here easily enough.”

“You can rest here.  Please.  Just rest the night and think about it again in the morning when your head is clear.  Right?  You could do that?” Sam implored desperately.

Duke thought about it for a moment and decided that he could indeed sleep on it.  He was drained and exhausted, after all.  “You know what?  I think I will sleep on it.  I’m a real mess right now.  Sleep will probably do me some good.  Goodnight everyone.  I’m calling it a night.”

With that, Duke stepped over to the bed, stripped down, and crawled under the covers.  Sleep did not elude him for long.

Duke awoke in the “morning” as he could not really be sure of what time it was in this room, after all.  He found that he finally felt rested both physically and mentally.  He wondered if there was some property of the bed or the room he was in that helped in that fashion but decided to circle back to that later as he had so many notifications to get through.  He jumped right into them.

***

You have defeated 20 Red Dwarven Scout Golems and received 53,500 experience.

You have defeated 20 Red Dwarven Infantry Golems and received 56,250 experience.

You have defeated the Golem Master and have received 63,900 experience.

You have completed a hidden quest for the second level of the Lake Front Dungeon and have received 50,000 experience.

You have gained 7 levels and are now level 33.  You have 42 Characteristic points to spend.

Your Abilities have increased:

TELEPORTATION has increased to Practiced 30

REGENERATION has increased to Practiced 51

TONGUES has ranked up to Initiate 1

LIGHTNING has increased to Initiate 25

OVERCHANNEL has increased to Initiate 15

MENTAL RESISTANCE has evolved into MENTAL FORTITUDE at Initiate 7

FORCE DART has increased to Novice 12

LIGHT BOLT has evolved into LIGHT at Initiate 1

MANA DRAIN has increased to Untrained 4

Through repeated trauma and repair, you have developed a new Ability, ARMOR SKIN at Untrained 7

Your Spears Skill has increased to Untrained 7

***

Duke smiled at all the increases but immediately noticed there was no additional commentary.  Where has all the “entertain us/me” snark gone?  What happened?  Duke didn’t have any answers, but the system provided one for him.

***Warning!  Your Seed of Anomy has fractured!  Further damage to your seed will have deleterious effects up to and including complete destruction of your Seed.  While your Seed is damaged, communication with the entities that bestowed the Seed upon you is not possible. ***

How in the bloody hell am I supposed to fix that?  Oh shit.  I know what it was – it was them arguing and trying to pull me in different directions that broke it.  I knew I felt something break.  Again, too many questions and not nearly enough answers.  Like, just who are those guys and why do I have their “Seed” in me.  Oh, fuck no, that sounds way too sexual.  Time to focus elsewhere for now.  Let’s spend some Characteristic points.

Duke put thought into action.  His first thought was to bring his Psyche up to 100 just to see what it would do.  He figured 100 sounded like some sort of threshold so maybe it would do something for him.  He was not sure what else it did for him, but his max Mana now topped 9,000!

Next, he put 4 points into Reason to bring it up to 30 as it was his lowest stat.  Next were boosts to Agility and Strength, bringing them up to 35 and 45 respectively.  He still had 16 points left to spend and decided to bring Reason up to 35 to stop it being his lowest overall score.  Finally, he put 5 points into Endurance. Keeping 6 points, a full level’s worth in reserve.  He noted his Health closing in on 7,000 and smiled.

Duke next moved on to the prize chest awaiting him.  As he moved to open it up, Sam interrupted him.

“Duke, before you open that chest, I want to speak with you about a few things.”

“That’s not creepy at all.”  Duke snarked.

“Understood.” Sam didn’t seem fazed by Duke’s remark.  “The previous level was one that was not supposed to be part of the dungeon at all.  It was created by another Entity to trap the Golem Master you defeated.  He had been trapped in there for a really long time without access to much of anything.  You saved him in more ways than you know, and I wanted to thank you for that.  Normally, I have little direct influence over the final prizes for a floor.  In this case, because of the unique circumstances, I am able to directly interfere.  There are the normal rewards in the chest, but there is one that I was able to make just for you.  It will be up to you whether you choose to use it or not.”

“What is it?”  Duke asked immediately.

“Open the chest and you will see.”  Sam responded calmly.

Duke shrugged and opened the chest.  He received the loot messages immediately:

***

You have found 40 Red Dwarf Axes.  These axes are the standard issue for Red Dwarf Golems.  They are sharp and sturdy.

You have found 40 Red Dwarf Shields.  These shields are the standard issue for Red Dwarf Golems.  They are sturdy and can be interlocked together if the wearers have sufficient skill.

You have found the Crystal of Germination.  This Crystal has multiple possible uses.  The ones most pertinent to you are to either repair your Seed or to cause it to Germinate.  One option is clearly safer than the other but may not provide as many benefits.  ***


“I see what you mean.  That sounds pretty powerful.  My IDENTIFY tells me it’s Epic.”  Duke remarked.

“Yes, it is at the limit of what I can produce.”  Sam responded.

“What about the Gem of Attunement?  It is Legendary.”  Duke asked.

“I did not create that item, nor did I place it there.  That was a reward from outside of the dungeon.  Which, I suppose, is fitting for that level.”

“I guess.” Duke acknowledged.

“Are you ready to move on to the third level, Duke.  I promise you that there is nothing else like the previous level in my dungeon.”  Sam implored.

Duke thought about the positives and negatives.  Ultimately, he decided to go on, but take a break for a bit first.  “Sam, I am not moving to the next level just yet, but I will continue on.  I want to take some time and train while I make a few decisions.  Is there anywhere I can train between levels?”

“I thought you would never ask.”  Sam replied excitedly.  “Behold!”  The wall opposite the bed slid away to reveal an immense training room.  It had to be at least a hundred meters on each side.  It was filled with training dummies, a spell-testing range, several constructs that Duke thought might be used for exercise, and what appeared to be a swimming pool.  “You have six days to use the facilities before you must enter the next level or depart.  Happy training!”
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                Duke spent the rest of the day getting himself acquainted with all the equipment and facilities. He quickly found that there were sections for most every form of combat training and that there were golems set up to spar with. The golems were fairly tough but could be destroyed with enough effort. They would be rebuilt within the next hour so Duke found little need to hold back as he trained.

He found that some things still came easier to him than others. He still was a disaster with a sword in his hands. No matter how hard he trained, he still couldn’t seem to figure out the right angles to strike with and nearly slashed his own forehead open when the sword twisted in his grip and deflected off the sparring golem – right at his head! He decided to switch to something else. Anything else.

His magic, as usual, was the star of the show. The power he could channel into his magic Abilities was frightening but there was one thing that bothered him significantly. Every time he used a magical Ability, it now hurt. Not tremendously, but enough that he could feel it, anticipate it before each use like a rifleman anticipating recoil and destroying their own shot. He knew that would cause all kinds of problems if it didn’t fix itself. He carried on regardless.

LIGHTNING was still his favorite and most developed magical Ability, but he was having fun with his newly evolved LIGHT Ability. When he really focused on it, he was able to bend a focused beam of light around obstacles. It took his full concentration, but he was able to strike a target behind an obstacle. He didn’t think he was quite ready to try that in a fight, but it opened up some intriguing possibilities as he trained.

Three days had passed nearly in the blink of an eye to Duke. His Endurance allowed him to keep going for longer than he had ever imagined in the time before. His Ability to CLEANSE himself was key to his comfort in this time. The fact that he had also stored so much food in his INVENTORY also helped him keep going. Today, however, he decided it was time to do something different.

He sat upon the bed and removed the Gem of Germination out of his INVENTORY and considered it carefully. He had two paths he could take with this Gem. Technically, there was a third path – do nothing, but he knew for sure that path was not for him. He was either going to repair his Seed or cause it to germinate. One path was safe, the other offered potential power. How much power, Duke was uncertain but always knew what path he would ultimately take.

“Throttle up, baby. Time to punch it through the sky!” He activated the Gem of Germination to cause his Seed to Germinate. The initial sensation was one he had felt before in flight training as his vision tunneled down to a smaller and smaller picture, racing towards unconsciousness like a 12G turn he was drilled to never take. The difference here was that the only movement was him collapsing onto the bed and once his vision narrowed to a pinprick, it turned inwards. His next moment of perception started with a system message:

***You have evolved your Seed of Anomy and caused it to germinate. The seed that was planted within you is now sprouting and growing. The conflict of Law and Chaos within you had been transformed into a seed of both. Now, you grow a tree within your Soulspace that contains both aspects. You have stepped down the path of duality – you have forever tied yourself to the concepts of Entropy and Order, Chaos and Law. You are now even less a being of the world you inhabit but more of a being of the greater universe. The potential to become a Power now rests within your soul. Nurture it well or you will wither and die. ***

Duke really didn’t know how to react to that message. He was not sure what was meant by becoming a Power – he noted the capital P and that it had some sort of additional meaning. But, again, he had no idea what that really meant. He hoped it might be a good thing for him.

Well, the die is cast. If this screws me, at least it was because I chose something rather than let someone choose for me. What the hell does it mean about a being of the greater universe, though. That could mean just about anything. Hmmm…time to phone a friend.

“Hey Baslin, got a minute?”

“For you, yes. For the army marching on my tower, not so much.”

“Wait, what?” Duke responded incredulously.

“It seems King Chopie didn’t take well to my snatching you out from under him in the arena. He sent some soldiers to express his displeasure.”

“I’ll be right there!” Duke responded.

“Don’t worry, I’ll be fine. It’s not like they could get into my tower if I don’t want them to come in. This is a simple bullying tactic by someone with a vastly overinflated ego. But, yes, leave that horrible dungeon and get back here.”

“I was thinking of staying but with the soldiers there, I should come back.”

“Why in the world would you stay there?” Baslin asked, exasperation in his voice.

Duke took a moment to gather his thoughts. “It comes down to a few things. First, I am getting more experience here in this dungeon than I have gotten the entire time I have been in this world. I’m already up to level 33. I might just be able to make it to level 50 by staying and completing the dungeon. Second, the loot is pretty spectacular. I just got an item that, according to the system, gave me the potential to become a Power.”

“It did what?” Baslin exclaimed.

“Yeah, I thought so too. Not something I was expecting, but it is something the dungeon made for me as a reward.”

“Duke, are you telling me you used an unknown magic item created specifically for you by a dungeon that has been trying to kill you without at least having me check it for hidden curses?”

“Um…yeah. When you put it like that, it sounds pretty stupid.” Duke thought about the messages he had received but could think of nothing that resembled a curse message. Then again, would he even know what one would look like. “Guess I screwed the pooch yet again.”

“You did what with what?” Baslin was getting even more agitated.

“Fucking idioms. I screwed up. Made a bad mistake. That sort of thing.” Duke explained.

“I absolutely do not ever want to know the etymology and origin of that phrase if that’s what it means. Ever. Regardless, you should be more careful. After the previous floor’s ordeal, how can you not see that the dungeon is unfriendly at best?”

“Well, it apologized.” Duke responded, chagrined.

“Oh, that makes it all better now. Really?”

“OK, I get it. I’ll be there shortly.”

The dungeon, patiently waiting for Duke to finish, interjected. “Duke, please don’t leave. My apology was and is still sincere. You will not run into anything like the previous floor again. I was truthful about the circumstances surrounding its existence.”

Duke nodded, got a wicked grin on his face and asked, “Play it again, Sam?” He did not wait for a response before he TELEPORTED out of the dungeon. It took him a small series of TELEPORTS, but he arrived in front of Baslin’s tower in the forest. While Baslin had told him that there was an army marching on the tower, Duke had not expected was for there to be an army surrounding the tower. One he appeared right in the middle of.

A voice with some apparent authority shouted, “Seize him!” moments after Duke appeared. He felt the soldiers reach for him and instinctively TELEPORTED into the tower.

“Glad you made it. Run into any difficulties on the way?” Baslin’s greeting was far more casual than Duke had anticipated. There was absolutely no concern in the man’s voice.

“There’s an entire fucking army out there!” Duke had reflexively activated his TONGUES Ability as he pointed back towards the door and the army beyond.

“So, there is.” Baslin responded. “Oh, do you think they are even an inconvenience? No, they are nothing before the power of an Archmage. I simply do not act because I have no need or desire to do so. You can if you like, but that might escalate things between you and the king. He really seems to have it out for you. Did you murder his child or something and forget to tell me?”

“Unless his child was an orc or a half-giant gladiator, I’m going to go with no.” Duke hoped that wasn’t what was going on here.

“No, I don’t think even the royal brat is twisted enough to make a bastard to throw in the arena.” Baslin quipped.

“You’re not even the slightest bit worried? There’s like thousands of soldiers out there.”

“Not in the slightest. They wouldn’t dare try even if they could hurt me. After all, the idiots are standing in my grove. Besides, I basically am unable to leave the vicinity of the tower. Since I’m not leaving and they cannot get in, what should I worry about?”

“You mean the grove of oddly uniform trees surrounding this place?” Duke asked.

“The same. Good of you to notice. They are all constructs of mine. Really, a passing experiment of moderate success. I could animate them in an instant if I so chose but that’s just an amusement. My defenses are much stronger than anything they could bring to bear, even if the king’s pet mage involved himself. So, let’s do the proper hermit thing and ignore them. Shall we?”

Duke turned to follow Baslin to the study, shaking his head the whole way. Just too bizarre. Way too bizarre.

“Duke!” The voice from the study was familiar but Duke didn’t place it in the shock of hearing a voice that wasn’t Baslin’s inside the tower. He looked across the room only to be hugged from the side by Elaine and clapped on the back by Grat. The druids had arrived!

“God, it’s good to see you! When did you two get here?” Duke found himself smiling involuntarily at the sight of his friends. Although he may not have known them long, he considered them friends and after the ordeal in the dungeon, Duke really needed some friends right now. He felt tension drain out of his body.

“We got here right before the army and Baslin welcomed us right in. He said it was exciting to have more company again.”

“I did indeed.” Baslin came back from across the room with a meter-wide silver platter of food and drink floating beside him. “Anyone care for some food or a refreshment? I haven’t entertained in quite a long time, and I’m so excited to do so again. I must thank you again, Duke, for sending your friends here!” Baslin was practically glowing with his smile.

“Glad we’re all together. But things are getting weird.” Duke added. “There’s an army camped outside, and I’ve been delving in a dungeon. What have you two been up to?”

Elaine spoke first. “We went to the Council and told them of all we found. They agree that the Umbral Portal was what they had sensed as the ‘great evil’.” She shrugged. “Personally, I’m not convinced that they really knew what they were talking about in the first place. It’s all politics in the Council now and somehow there are representatives from the king there. They are not druids, and they should not be there.”

Grat joined in. “If the Council is getting in bed with the kingdom, terrible things are afoot. We know that the king is an oppressor but living outside any of his cities lends us freedom not to care about it. If he is invading the Council, then his oppression may overtake all the land. We have to stop it.”

Baslin stroked his chin. “Perhaps then, this army is meant to serve two purposes. One to keep me here even though I could not leave anyway. And two, to keep the pair of you away from the Council while they finish taking over.”

“It is to keep me here, I think. Not you, Baslin.” Duke added.

Baslin smiled and nodded. “Yes, that makes more sense. They have no idea of the range of your TELEOPORTATION as they have only seen it in the arena. They are seriously underestimating you. Perhaps it is time for you to return to the city since their army is out here?”

“Oh, because that worked out so well last time. No, I’m not returning to that goddamned city until I can free those wrongfully trapped, imprisoned.” Duke responded sarcastically.

Baslin chuckled. “I think it might be a bit better trip this time. And you could have friends along too.”

“No offence, Baslin, but we just arrived here. We have no wish to leave so soon if we can help it. The city, certainly, is no place for us.” Grat shook his head with revulsion at the idea.

“Yes, love, I would rather brave the depths of the dungeon than set foot in that foul place ever again.” Elaine added.

“I could possibly arrange that, you know.” Baslin added with a wry grin.

“Are you tying to get rid of us?” Duke jumped in.

“No, I am not. But I am enjoying the banter. It’s been a long and lonely time and having others here is fun. Do you realize that it has been more than a decade since I have cast a spell that actually meant something before Duke arrived here. If I was the dangerous, evil wizard that I am sure the king is making me out to me, I would have reached out and burnt his entire army to ash when they arrived.”

“That’s pretty drastic. Scorched ground tactics and all.” Duke said.

“I said that I could. Not that it was my first choice or even something I would normally consider. It’s just infuriating to sit here and do nothing. So, it is through watching your exploits, Duke, that I can even feel like I’m doing something. That, and I am waiting for you to get a spell up to a level I can use to officially graduate you and end this exile.”

“I’m working on it – making good progress, I think. I have my TELEPORTATION all the way up to Practiced 30 already.”

“That is good progress, indeed. Mayhap I can graduate you before the year is up if that progress continues unabated.”

“Sitting here waiting is slowly killing you, isn’t it Baslin?” Elaine asked.

“Truly it is. Slowly and painfully, but Duke is giving me some hope. A way out.”

Elaine looked meaningfully over to Grat and he nodded slightly. “Duke, you have to go back to the dungeon and take us with you. From what we have seen, it is the fastest way for your growth and your growth is the key to Baslin’s freedom.” Duke felt the stirring of his PURPOSE at her words. She continued, “Duke, both Grat and I feel the same stirring of PURPOSE as you in this regard. We can help you. We must help you.”

Duke pointed at the wall. “Army, remember? Last time they saw me, whoever was in charge decided that I needed to be their prisoner. I’m not going to ever be a prisoner again. I’ve had too much of it. So, walking out the front door with you two isn’t exactly in the cards unless you want me to fight the entire army out there. Probably would be good experience, though.”

“If you really want to go back to that thrice damned dungeon, I can portal the three of you to it.” Baslin said resignedly.

“You two really want to go to run the dungeon? The last level I was on, well, it left more than a few emotional scars.” Duke said, his voice trailing off with the remembered anguish.

“You go, we go.” Grat responded. Elaine nodded in agreement.

“Then we all go, I guess.” Duke responded. “But I’d better empty my INVENTORY before we leave.” Baslin’s eyes lit up at the prospect of new ingredients to play with yet again.

            

    
        Chapter 29

    
    
    
    
                The portal faded from sight and the three companions stood amongst the standing stones on the strange subterranean island that acted as the entrance to the dungeon. Duke was still overjoyed that the portal no longer interfered with his TELEPORTATION Ability. He secretly wondered if he would be able to create portals of his own someday. Perhaps if I find some way to evolve the Ability. Yes, maybe someday.

“Well, welcome to the dungeon lake and island.” Duke allowed his LIGHT to glow a bit to illuminate the area.

“It’s not much to look at, really, is it Elaine?” Grat groused. “I’ve seen much larger and more substantial standing stones in the forest even.”

“Great job there, bud. You haven’t even gotten into the dungeon and you’re hurting its feelings.” Duke responded.

“Hurting its feelings?” Elaine inquired. “What do you mean by that?”

Duke looked seriously at both of them and answered, “It is sentient. Alive even. It is aware and has communicated with me on multiple occasions. It is also desperate to have someone complete the trials. So, what do you say? Shall we get this show on the road?”

Elaine and Grat exchanged glances and eager smiles. They both nodded at Duke. Grat gave a thumbs-up gesture, and Elaine mumbled under her breath, “Show on the road? What does that even mean”.

Duke placed his had on the correct standing stone. His Intuition score had enhanced his senses well beyond human norm even if it was one of his lowest scores. He still heard her mumbling. She winced as he mumbled himself, “fucking idioms.” With that, he selected the option for them to enter the dungeon and the three of them were elsewhere.

***Congratulations traveler! You have survived transit to the Lake Front Dungeon. You have taken no Residual Damage due to the Dungeon being successfully entered very recently. The Residual Damage counter has been reset. The Entrance Timer has been reset.

You have breached the portal and have entered the Dungeon. This dungeon consists of multiple levels, each with their own challenges and themes. After completing each level, you will be given the option to either exit or continue. Should you exit at any level before the last, you will receive all rewards earned up to that point. Should you complete the dungeon, you will receive additional rewards. Good luck!

Transitioning to Level 1: The Burrows ***

As the familiar landscape of the Burrows level appeared around the trio, Duke looked around in stunned shock. “Sam, what are we doing on the first level? Shouldn’t we be on the third?”

The familiar disembodied voice of the dungeon responded. “As you have returned with two companions who have completed neither the first nor second level, you all must start at the beginning. Besides, this will allow you to see what the second level was intended to be, not what you experienced.”

“Not cool. Not cool, at all.” Duke whined.

“Is there a problem? Elaine asked, worry creeping into her voice.

“Not really, I guess. We just have to start at the beginning. I was hoping to jump right into the third level.”

“Why don’t you let us handle the majority of the level then since it’s new to us.” Elaine said.

“You could, of course, give us a hint of what to expect on the level though.” Grat added.

Duke nodded and proceeded to explain what he had faced on the level including the gigantic ferret that had bit his arm off.

The pair smiled and got to work. Elaine transformed into her bear form and Grat started casting a spell. In moments, the plants all around them seemed to start moving of their own accord. Grat smiled. “Oh, good, strong root foundation. This is going to be fun.”

Duke followed the pair as they picked their way up the hill towards the giant tree. All around them, the plants rippled with motion as Grat’s spell seemed to travel with them animating plants in a travelling sphere around them.

The first ferret that leaped out at them was stopped in mid-air by vines nearly as thick as Duke’s wrist that simply grabbed it and held it in mid-air. Elaine finished it with a single swipe of her paw, nearly decapitating the creature.

Duke gaped in amazement as the pair unhurriedly walked their way through the giant ferrets. Effortlessly. He trailed behind the pair just stunned until one that had laid in wait for him leaped out. He responded almost instinctively at this point with LIGHTNING. There was no extra Mana channeled into the Ability, but the giant ferret just landed, smoking and twitching out the last of its life.

“Sam, what’s going on here? That Giant Ferret shouldn’t have died that easily. None of them should have.”

“You know, Duke, I’m not really supposed to carry on conversations with you in the middle of a level, but just this once, I will. You fought this dungeon level at its maximum setting. The creatures had several centuries to accumulate power. You are now facing it as it was originally intended – as a warm-up and training level. Don’t expect much for rewards at the end either.”

Grat looked back at Duke’s comically stunned face and laughed at him momentarily before returning to the slow charge up the hill. Duke knew it would not be long before the boss monster showed up. He prepared himself to back up his friends, still wondering if they would even need his help.

As it turned out, they didn’t. When the boss burst out of the ground, the pair were ready. The first swipe of the massive ferret’s claws was met with an equally thick vine that snagged and proceeded to wrap around the leg. It then quickly snaked up the limb while the creature tugged and struggled to get free, fully concentrating on the vines restraining it. That, as it turned out, was its fatal mistake as Elaine’s bear paw savagely sliced through its throat in a spray of blood. She must have hit something vital because the spurt of blood was immense, drenching the area quickly but also sapping the beast’s strength just as quickly. In less than thirty seconds, the fight was over.

*** Congratulations! You have completed the first level of the Lake Front Dungeon. You have one hour to collect whatever loot you may find before you must decide whether to continue or to leave the dungeon. When this hour is up, you will be transported to a safe room where you may recover for up to one week before proceeding to the next level or departing the dungeon. Rewards will be distributed upon your decision. Dungeon restrictions have been temporarily lifted. ***

“Well, that was a whole lot easier than the first time.” Duke remarked.

“It helps to have a partner that knows you and your capabilities intimately.” Elaine responded as she returned to human form. She was still drenched in blood, her hair matted with it and her clothing clung to her tightly. Duke looked away and activated CLEANSE. In moments, all three of them were clean again.

“That is a rather handy Spell, Duke.” Elaine marveled.

“One of my favorites.” Duke smiled. Now, let’s gather the loot and move on. You two all but walked through this level. I am hoping the next is just as easy. The third, however, is going to be significantly harder.”

Grat chuckled. “Yes, Duke. We all heard the dungeon’s explanation.”

“Right.” Duke responded, chagrined.

Gathering the loot took less time than running the level, especially since it seemed very light when compared to Duke’s first run. With the looting complete, they left the level.

When they arrived in the area in-between levels, Duke noted that everything from the last time he was here, including the training area, was still there. The big change was that there were now three separate bedrooms.

Sam didn’t hesitate. “Welcome back, Duke. Kindly introduce me to your two friends.”

“Surely. Sam, please welcome Elaine and Grat. They are here to help me in the dungeon. Elaine, Grat, please meet Sam. Sam is the voice of the dungeon. I’m not quite sure how that works but say hello.”

“Hi Sam.” Elaine smiled.

“Good day to you, Sam.” Grat added.

“Well, hello to you both. Duke can explain things for you but let me know when you all are ready for the second floor. Don’t dally too long as I am eager to see how you handle what the third floor has in store for you. Oh, yes, have some rewards for completing the floor.

*** For defeating 26 giant ferrets at level 10, 1 Giant Ferret Boss at level 20, and completing the first level of the Lake Front Dungeon, you receive a total of 19,175 experience. As you have 3 party members, the individual experience has been divided according to your contribution.

Duke receives 2,150 experience

Elaine and Grat each receive 8,512 experience ***

The trio read their messages. Duke knew the experience would be lesser for such a simple level, but he couldn’t help but feel disappointed. He was surprised by his companion’s reactions.

“That’s a lot more than we get for fighting the occasional bad wolf or goblin incursion. Coming here most certainly will level us up.” Elaine remarked. Grat nodded in agreement.

“What level are you two anyway?” Duke asked, intrigued.

“That’s a rather quite personal question.” Elaine scolded.

“I, um, sorry. I was just-“ Duke verbally backpedaled, his face turning crimson.

Elaine burst out laughing, reaching up to pat Duke on the shoulder. “You are so easy to fluster. It really is cute. It IS a personal question, but a valid one to ask when we are partied up like this. Mind you, it is something we should have worked out before we came here. I am level 15 and Grat is 16. Now that I’ve shown you mine, show me yours.”

Duke mentally stumbled to Elaine’s unending amusement but managed to pull himself together after a few seconds. Geez, man. You are a damned fighter pilot. OK, was a fighter pilot. Why are you letting this married woman fluster you so much. Duke finally responded, “I’m level 33 now. I was much lower level when I first entered the dungeon. I’m not even sure I was higher than you are now so I expect the third level will push your levels quickly. But it will also be very dangerous. So, let’s use the next level to figure out how we work best as a group.”

“A bit shaky at the start, but you turned that around like a true leader, Duke.” Grat quipped.

The next several hours were spent going through the loot and getting familiarized with the training zone. The loot itself was unremarkable, consisting mainly of coins and animal parts. The pair were generally uninterested in the majority of the animal parts and dividing the coins amongst themselves was easy. The only thing that garnered any attention was a set of claws from the boss monster. Elaine thought she could incorporate their strength into her transformation and was eager to try.

They spent the next day in the training room experimenting with various approaches to fighting. For now, they all agreed that Duke’s REGENERATION was a great boon but even with it, he didn’t have the mass that Elaine did when transformed. She would be the primary tank. Grat’s vines and plant growth were great crowd control spells if there were plants available. Duke had warned them that if the second level was similar to the last run through, there was no vegetation at all. Grat assured Duke that he had other options should that be the case.

Having had a full day, they laid down to rest for a night and then to head out for the second level of the dungeon.

            

    
        Chapter 30

    
    
    
    
                Duke awoke to system messages:

*** So, you germinated your seed. We’re still not sure how you managed to survive that at your level of power, but so be it. This will prove…interesting.

You have increased your TELEPORTATION Ability to Practiced 33

You have increased your TONGUES Ability to Initiate 4

You have increased your LIGHTNING Ability to Initiate 9

You have increased your CLEANSE Ability to Novice 7

You have increased your IDENTIFY Ability to Novice 6

You have increased your INVENTORY Ability to Initiate 7

Your Seed of Anomy has begun to sprout. What this means for you remains to be seen. Be assured that it will change things for you. ***


Duke roused himself, CLEANSED, and got himself ready for the next foray into the dungeon. Grat and Elaine were both waiting for him in the main room.

“Good morning. You two ready to jump into the second level?” Duke smiled at the pair.

“I would say so. Let’s get…get this show on the road. Did I get it right?” Elaine asked.

“Get this show on the road. But close enough, I guess.” Duke chuckled. “Sam, we’re ready for the second level.”

“Excellent!” Sam responded. The portal to the next level opened and the trio entered.

*********************************************************************************

The entrance was the same as Duke remembered it. He activated his LIGHT Ability and looked ahead to where the lone trap had hit him. He was easily able to see the glint of the tripwire and pointed it out to the pair. Grat smiled and reached his staff out one-handed to full extension, triggering the tripwire. The spear slamming into the side of the corridor surprised no one.

“That really was the only trap you found?” Grat asked.

“Just that one, but I have to say that I didn’t walk through the entire level. Things happened that brought me to the end of it prematurely. Things I definitely do not want any of us to experience.” An involuntary shudder ran through Duke’s body but he quickly clamped down with his willpower and carried on. Elaine noticed the reaction but declined to comment upon it. They continued down the hall to the first intersection.

“I went left here the first time. Maybe we should go right. If my guess is right, we’ll encounter something to fight that way. It will be a good test of this level’s power level.”

“Sounds good.” Grat responded. Elaine transformed into her bear form and smiled. It was a disturbing smile – too many, too big teeth. Duke shrugged and gestured for her to lead.

She tromped off down the hall, nonchalantly. She made it to the door and comically tried to open it with her massive paw. After struggling with it for thirty seconds, growling the whole way, Grat patter her massive arm (he couldn’t quite reach her shoulder in this form) and gestured that he would open the door.

Elaine moved back and let Grat open the door and prepared to launch her massive bulk through. It was at this moment that they all realized that her bear form was just too big to easily fit through doors in this place. Or, more precisely, the moment when her shoulders got stuck in the doorway. She roared and the sounds of whirling and clicking gears greeted the trio. As Elaine was the only one who could see into the room, the other two waited impatiently for her to either move through the door or come to the same conclusion they had – she was going to have to shift back!

The whirring continued and was greeted with the sounds of an enraged mama-bear and further sounds of combat. Duke and Grat waited, unable to assist. This continued for nearly a minute until Elaine collapsed to the ground in her human form, bleeding from countless cuts about her head and shoulders. Both rushed up to her.

Duke stepped in front to confront the denizens of the room while Grat began to heal his wife. The denizens looked like smaller, clockwork versions of the Red Dwarf Golems that Duke had fought last time on this level. Duke wanted to try fighting them without magic but Elaine was wounded and he would not take any chances. He spread LIGHTNING throughout their ranks, enhancing it with an additional 100 Mana. The LIGHTNING sparked and arced throughout the automatons, sending springs and gears flying like shrapnel all around the room. The numerous pieces that struck him either bounced off of his armor or barely scratched his ARMOR SKIN. Once he was sure they were all down, he turned back to check on Elaine.

Elaine was sitting up, adding her own healing to what Grat was providing. The look on her face was hard to read. It was a cross between frustration, anger, and embarrassment. Duke activated CLEANSE to at least get all the blood off of her and her clothes. She looked up at him and nodded thanks. Grat started to speak but she held a hand up to forestall him.

“No, that was abysmally stupid of me. I let the bear’s spirit take over and blind raged while stuck in a doorway. I deserved to get my face cut to pieces, especially since I couldn’t move my paws through the door at that angle. Thanks for stepping in and helping me out. We need to change the plan in these corridors. I can’t tank through these doorways. The hallways are a bit tight, but workable. The rooms are spacious enough, but the doorways aren’t going to fit the bear through. That was really dumb. I’m sorry.”

“No need to apologize, my love. We learned. No one received lasting damage, and we can adjust our approach now. Right, Duke?”

“Absolutely. That was no worse than what I did the first time through here. I blasted the golems with so much magic that the resulting explosion knocked me clean out. And then things got worse. Way worse. I’ll tank the room entrances for now. You can back me up if there is room to ‘bear out’ and we’ll go from there. I want to try and fight some of these in melee anyway. I rely too much on my magic and that concerns me long-term.”

“That is a valid concern, unless you are taking Baslin’s path. An Archmage is a terrible opponent no matter how much you think you are prepared or how you attack them. Magic is not to be underestimated, but mixing magic and physical attacks can be absolutely deadly.” Grat responded.

“I see. I’ve done it some but let’s see how well I can get it to work in the next few fights. I don’t see an exit from this room, do either of you?” Duke replied. Both shook their heads. “OK, so we go back across the hallway and continue in the direction I started the first time out. There should be a full squad of these things in the next room too.”

The group set out and Grat opened the door this time with Duke stepping in first. Sure enough, there was a group of 10 of the clockwork golems dismounting from the wall and coming towards them when they opened the door. Duke readied the Singing Sword for kicks and charged into the room.

The sword did indeed sing. It sung out a war chant about blood and blades and enemy entrails at a nearly deafening volume. Duke found himself instinctually swinging the sword in time with the song and, for the first time ever swinging a sword, Duke didn’t hit at the wrong angle. The sword struck true against the neck of the first automaton and cleaved right through it! Duke whooped with excitement as he slashed at another one just as easily.

Elaine had charged in at Duke’s left and transformed in mid-strike, nearly flattening another of the automatons. She proceeded to tear into the crowding constructs, tearing huge rents in them with her massive claws. It seemed that transforming with the claws of the previous floor boss’ claws had indeed enhanced her strikes.

Grat, meanwhile had thrown a handful of seeds into the midst of the constructs on the right from which plants instantly sprung up and tangled themselves in their gears and the inner workings. Before Duke could take his third swing, the fight was over. His sword fell silent.

Elaine transformed back and the trio looked around at each other and the destruction they had wrought so quickly and laughed. The tension of the previous fight completely broken.

“Well, that worked.” Grat chuckled.

“I’ll say.” Duke acknowledged.

“Next room?” Elaine asked with a wide smile.

The other two nodded, grinning as well. They proceeded on through the far door, down the hall, and didn’t hesitate opening the next door and charging in. This room passed in largely the same fashion. The automatons did not employ any real tactics such as interlocking their shield and were far slower than Duke had expected. The group tore through them effortlessly. Duke even found himself singing along with his sword. The fear and stress of setting foot on this level had drained from him and he was finally enjoying fighting side-by-side with friends again. It was like he had a pair of wingmen and they were all quickly learning each other’s moves. His mood continued to buoy.

Room by room, hallway by hallway, the story was the same – the trio just tore through the constructs. Eventually, they came to a hallway that spiraled in on itself, ending in a green portal.

“Do we enter?” Grat asked.

“I…guess so.” Duke responded. “I never went through any portals, but I did TELEPORT to the boss in the end. This is probably the way to go.”

They entered the portal and emerged in a 4-way intersection. Each direction went about 20 meters and ended in a door. The hallways were taller and wider than the others had been. Likewise, the doors were considerably larger – large enough to handle Elaine’s transformed bulk. They quickly scanned the area but saw no traps or other dangers. All things being equal, they decided on “that way” being the best path. The moment they set foot off the portal area, the portal winked out and the other three doors swung open and giant automatons charged out.

“Grat left, Elaine right. I have the back!” Duke’s command was barely audible above the din of his sword but the other two leaped into action. Elaine charged down the hall to mee the giant’s charge. Grat threw seeds out, growing plants as fast as he could. Duke didn’t hesitate and launched a 500 Mana FORCE BOLT back at the giant construct. He normally would use his go-to, LIGHTNING but that had been causing the constructs to explode. He didn’t want that much shrapnel spraying back down the hall.

The FORCE BOLT struck first, shattering the giant and punching clean through its chest with a hole the size of Duke’s torso. It collapsed with an earthshaking crash, spilling parts down the hallway. Duke turned to check on his companions. Elaine was trading blows with the construct in her hall and seemed to have the upper hand. Grat, on the other hand, was struggling as the construct had raced past his plants and vines as they grew to a useful size. The plants were just barely holding it back from crushing the druid. Grat for his part was parrying blows as best he could with his staff. Neither he nor his staff seemed to have enough strength to hold up, it seemed.

Duke leapt over Grat allowing his full strength to propel him three meters in the air and forward, over the man’s head. He brought his sword down on the giant construct’s head with the sound of a tremendous gong. His momentum carried him forward into the unyielding metal of the giant and bounced him back on top of Grat. They went down in a tumble of limbs as the giant construct tore free of the vines now that Grat’s concentration had been broken.

Duke struggled to the top of the pile, making sure he took the brunt of the construct’s next blow. It hurt and would likely have smashed Grat flat. Duke, however, was much higher level and had enough Health to soak up the blow. Physics, however, still didn’t work in his favor. Duke went flying, bouncing off the wall and landing in the middle of the portal landing.

Duke’s heart nearly stopped as he saw the giant construct lift its massive foot and stomp down on Grat. The cracking and splintering sound that accompanied the blow nearly froze Duke. He heard the ursine scream of rage from behind him as he was tossed aside in Eliane’s charge to get to her love. She slammed into the giant construct with the momentum of a freight train, slamming it backwards and savagely tearing into it, shredding metal parts from it with every swipe. It, likewise, slammed metallic claws into her and the pair strained and struggled against each other.

Duke ran to Grat’s side to see him virtually unmoving, bleeding, and wheezing blood. His hands were clasped around the splintered stub of his staff that was planted against the floor next to him. He must have used it to try and stop the giant’s stomp. Splinters from the staff stuck out of his body like quills of a porcupine. Duke’s IDENTIFY Ability triggered unconsciously and he saw that Grat was dying, his Health in the teens with a Bleeding condition that would end him in seconds if he didn’t stop it.

Duke mentally scrambled. He had no healing Abilities. He had his REGENERATION. Why would he need a healing Ability?

Grat burbled out a final few words that would have been completely unintelligible if not for Duke’s XENOGLOSSIA Ability. “Tell Elaine that I’m sorry that I never was able to give her a child.”

“NO!” Duke screamed. He had lost too much already. His whole world was gone and now one of his only friends was breathing his last right before him and he could do nothing about it. Nothing! He poured all of his considerable will into denying the reality before him. He screamed down to his soul. This could not happen! And then Duke felt something shift inside of him. Something deep inside sprouted and CHANGED.

Duke’s consciousness wavered as every drop of his Mana poured out of him in a river, infusing Grat’s body. Grat’s shallow, gurgling breathing eased. His ribs reformed from the shattered ruin they had been. Bones reknit, skin regrew, and internal organs reformed. Grat gasped a full lungful of air and began breathing again as Elaine landed in human form next to the pair. Duke’s head swam and slowly steadied as his Mana began to regen.

“Grat! By the Sacred Tree! You live!” Elaine wept over her husband.

“By the grace of the Mother, I do yet live. I breathed my last and yet I live. How can this be?”

“Duke. Duke did it. I don’t know how, but he did. You were beyond Nature’s ability to heal you. I tried. By the Trees, I tried.”

Duke sat back against the wall, recovering. He had a system message blinking which was odd since they usually waited until he slept unless it was something entirely new or critically important. He read the message.

            

    
        Chapter 31

    
    
    
    
                *** You have tapped into the power of your Seed and caused it to sprout.  The sheer force of your willpower has demanded action.  Your Ability REPAIR has forcibly been evolved to affect not just objects but living beings as well.  This evolution is well beyond the capabilities of the original Ability and has resulted in raising it to the rank of Master.  It shall be known henceforth as RESTORE. The energy to do this far exceeded your own stores of energy.  You have drawn upon the energy of the cosmos, and it has been channeled through you to accomplish this feat.  There will be consequences for this action. The positive is that you have opened your Mana channels in a way that few have ever survived.  Mana now flows freely into and throughout your body.  You regain Mana at an increased rate and use it more efficiently. There will be a price to be paid for the Mana you have stolen from the cosmos. There will be a price to be paid for the changes to your body. ***

Elanie saw the look of worry cross Duke face and the sudden tension of his body elevate.  She paused in her fervent embrace of her husband.  “What is it, Duke.  What did you do?”

“I called on cosmic power to heal Grat.  I don’t really know how I did so, but there will be a bill to pay for this.”

“I will pay it.”  Elaine responded.

“Don’t say that!”  Duke snapped back.  “This is for me to handle. I will pay the price when the bill comes due.”

She opened her mouth to argue but the absolute deadly look in Duke’s eyes stopped her cold.  She felt as if all the murderous intent in the world was focused within his eyes.  It terrified her. Duke continued speaking, his eyes softening as he saw her back down.  “We’ll rest here for a bit and then finish this level.  It’s probably just the boss fight at this point.”

Grat walked over to Duke and sat down next to him.  “This has been a completely impossible month.  I have seen things I never thought possible but today, today, you have truly done the inconceivable.  I was dead.  I could feel my soul leaving my body.  And yet you pulled me back and healed me.  And not like any healing I have ever heard of before.  I feel younger, my muscles feel more limber and my joints have nothing resembling an ache.  I’m still covered in blood, but I am willing to bet I look younger too.”

Duke activated CLEANSE over all three of them as his Mana continued to quickly rise.  The Ability fired off faster than ever before and he could get a good look at Grat again.  Before he could even say anything, Elaine had wrapped her husband up in another embrace.  “You look like you did when we met, my love.  So young and full of life.”

“I don’t know what to say but this is amazing – well beyond anything I have ever heard of happening.  Thank you, Duke.  Thank you.”  Grat spoke over his wife’s shoulder.

“You are welcome.  I’m not entirely sure how I did it, but I am glad whatever it was worked.”  Duke responded uncertainly.  I wonder if I could duplicate the youth-restoring effect.  Elaine is now at least a decade, probably even more, older than Grat.  I don’t want that even to have the possibility of becoming a problem down the road.  Maybe I can try once we get out of the dungeon.  Enough messing with powers I don’t understand for now, right?

Eventually, the embrace ended, and the pair gave Duke an embarrassed look as he sat on the opposite side of the hallway waiting.  He waved off their apology.  “Let’s finish this level.  There’s one direction that nothing came at us from so I bet that is where the boss is hiding.”

The pair smiled.  “Yes, let’s finish this level off.” Elaine added.

“One thing, though.”  Duke added.  “I’m going to blast the whole room to pieces when the door is opened.  This level has caused too much emotional strain and damage for all of us.  I’m not going to chance anything else happening in the last room.  So, both of you take cover behind the door when it’s opened and let me handle it.  OK?”

Grat nodded in agreement while Elaine hesitated briefly before agreeing.  The three of them calmly set out down the last hall to the door.  Duke had an eye out for traps but didn’t find any.  Why was there only one trap on this entire level?  Fucking weird.

When they reached the door, Duke noted that it was even bigger than he had thought, reaching the full height of the hallway’s eight meters.  He nodded at the pair, and they pulled the door open, thankful that it was engineered to open easily despite its considerable bulk and mass.

Duke pushed through the opening once it was just wide enough for him to step through and blasted the first thing he saw with a massively OVERCHANNELED FORCE BOLT, striking what turned out to be a thirty-meter-tall automaton square in the crotch.  The extra 2,500 Mana channeled into the Ability was enough to simply erase the lower torso.  The top half of the thing crashed to the floor, splitting the legs apart to fall in separate directions.  It ceased all motion.

Duke scanned the rest of the room, seeing nothing else of concern, he relaxed slightly as the hoped-for system message appeared.

*** Congratulations!  You have completed the second level of the Lake Front Dungeon.  You have one hour to collect whatever loot you may find before you must decide whether to continue or to leave the dungeon.  When this hour is up, you will be transported to a safe room where you may recover for up to one week before proceeding to the next level or departing the dungeon.  Rewards will be distributed upon your decision. Dungeon restrictions have been temporarily lifted. ***

Elaine and Grat came back from around the door as a lone gear came rolling by them and back down the hall.  Duke smiled at them and gestured at the immense mechanical giant.  “Big metal man fall down and go boom!”

Grat smiled while Elaine groaned.  Duke ignored their reactions as he was already pulling parts of the thing into his INVENTORY.  He had no idea if Baslin could use them, but the Archmage had said that he wanted everything.  Besides, the man seemed to go nuts every time Duke brought him something new to play with.              

The trio spent the next hour looting everything they could find.  Once again, the loot wasn’t all that spectacular and certainly nothing like what Duke had gotten the first time through the level.  Duke was about to say something about the level being easier, but he caught himself.  The level had quite nearly cost Grat his life and the trauma from that was shared by all three of them.  There was nothing easy about that.

When the three of them were back together, Duke asked the big, burning question as they collectively waited for transit to the “between” rooms.  “So, this level was a bit awful.  I’m not even going to go into the awfulness I experienced the first time though.  But that said, are you two going to be up for the third level?  It will be immensely harder than this level was.”

“Let’s see what rewards we receive from this level first.  These constructs were considerably harder than the ferrets, especially the giants, so I expect we will receive a more substantial experience reward and possibly enough to level us up.”  Elaine responded after trading a worried look with Grat.  He had responded with an affirmative nod.

When they transitioned to the area “between”, Sam greeted them.  “I am glad to see that you all made it out of there OK.  I was really worried when the giant stomped you.”

“Yes, that was…unpleasant.”  Grat responded.  Elaine winced.

“Here are your rewards for completing the level.”  Sam continued.              

They each pulled up their messages and read them.

*** Congratulations.  You have completed the second level of the Lake Front Dungeon and have received experience rewards:

For defeating 30 Clockwork Automatons, 3 Giant Automatons, and one Titanic Automaton, you receive 43,500 experience each.  This experience has been split evenly as you all significantly participated in the combat.  For completing the level, you receive an additional 10,000 experience.  ***

Comparing notes, they discovered that Duke had gone up two levels and the couple had each gone up three.  The growth had lightened the mood of the group a bit and they all sat down to distribute their new Characteristic points.  Elaine and Grat had each gained 6 from their three levels.  Duke had gained 12 from his two levels. 

Duke finally understood the disparity that Jablach and Ergo had tried to explain to him.  It felt like it was so long ago, but was no more than weeks, if even that.  Long enough for an army to march out to the tower, if nothing else.  But was it really long enough to muster an army and march it out there?  Could they have been on their way before I even set out for the city?  I have to get this timeline straight.  Not my top priority but have to put it on my list.  My ever-growing list.

Duke decided to put three points into each of his lowest stats and the rest into Psyche.  With his magic being enhanced, he figured that was probably worth continuing to bump up.  Seeing his Mana pass 10,000, he felt like it was a good decision.  Time would tell.

The loot chest contained a significant number of coins, a cold iron-shod staff that Grat took as a replacement for his shattered one, a set of metallic fangs that Elaine chuckled upon taking, and a small crystal sphere that Duke took.  Duke IDENTIFIED the crystal sphere.

***You have found a floating lamp crystal.  By infusing 10 Mana into this object, you will cause it to float over your head and provide light for the area around you in a 10-meter radius.  Additional Mana can be infused for a greater effect, but that will reduce the lifespan of the item. ***

Duke nodded in appreciation.  “Pretty basic light source, but it means I won’t have to channel my LIGHT all the time.  I guess it’ll do.”

“It will do nicely.” Elaine agreed.  “You say this next level is going to be difficult, right?”

Duke shook his head.  “No, not difficult.  Extremely difficult and deadly.  The two levels we just finished were on their “normal” settings.  I don’t know if you noticed, but the levels of the constructs last level were in the 30-50 range.  When I first went through there, they were topping 100+ in levels.  I expect the next level to all be over level 100.  I need to continue on to the next level for many reasons, but I don’t know if you two should.  You are both adults, so I’m not going to even try to make that decision for you.”

Grat smiled wryly, “Can Duke complete the third level and then pick us up outside the dungeon for us to pick up where we left off, or would we have to run the first two levels again?”

Duke stared stunned at Grat.  “If that works, that would be brilliant!  What do you say, Sam?”

Sam seemed to take time to consider the question before responding, “If you leave the dungeon, you must restart at the first level.”  Its voice seemed smug.

Grat responded, “Perfect.  That will give us a chance to level up even more before taking on the third level.”

“Damn…that’s evilly clever.”  Duke remarked.

“I don’t just keep him around for his youth and good looks.” Elaine replied.  “We’ll wait for you outside the dungeon.  We have some things we should discuss in private anyway.”

“Guess I’ll see you both in a bit.  Remember, time flows differently within the dungeon.  I’ll probably come pick you up outside in a few minutes so get your ‘secret conversation’ done quickly if you don’t want me walking in on it.”

“Right.  Time to go.  Sam, show us an exit please. Grat and I wish to leave the dungeon.”  Elaine responded.

An exit portal formed in the usual spot and the pair left Duke alone with the voice of the dungeon.

Duke nodded in the direction he thought Sam was.  “Time for the third level for me.  Let’s do this!”

The portal opened and Duke stepped through.

            

    
        Chapter 32

    
    
    
    
                Duke emerged in a wide-open prairie that reminded him of the first level. He wondered if it was a repeat of the level or something that was meant to be clever and deceptive. He didn’t much care either way as he took a long look at the area around him. He quickly noticed that the grasses surrounding him were bone-dry and there were countless burrow holes in the ground as well. Far off in the distance he could see dark clouds gathering. He shrugged, picked a direction and started on his way.

Duke sighed as he was attacked by the first mob on the floor. It was, as far as he could tell, a giant prairie dog. It yipped and chittered at him angrily and then attacked. The attack came as an awkward run across the grass followed by an attempt to bite his head clean off. Duke simply TELEPORTED behind its charge and hit it with a 500-point LIGHTNING strike.

The creature skidded to a halt, turned and charged again. Duke was almost so stunned at it still being alive that he didn’t react in time on the return charge. Almost. His second TELEPORT and LIGHTNING attack struck home and the creature stumbled, temporarily stunned. Duke poured 1,000 points into the next LIGHTNING strike and the giant prairie dog stumbled further, fully stunned. Duke finally poured yet another 1,000 Mana into another LIGHTNING strike and finished off the beast.

Duke stared at the smoking corpse of the prairie dog and considered what it had taken to kill it. It took multiple strikes to kill that thing and it’s the basic mob for this level. This is not looking good. I’m going to have to take my time and fight things one at a time here. It’s a damned good thing my Mana is regenerating at almost a hundred points a second because I’m going to have to pour excessive amounts into each shot. Damn. this is going to take a while. If I run into more than one at a time, I might have to bug out.

He put the corpse into his INVENTORY and waited for his Mana to regen before he continued on his selected path. The next three prairie dogs that attacked were equally mindless and went down individually with massive Mana expenditures. As long as he kept it to single fights, he would be fine, he figured.

That was, of course, when things changed. The next prairie dog he saw didn’t blindly charge him. Instead, it popped up out of its hole and struck him with a sonic attack. Its scream made his ears bleed and knocked him flat on his back. He scrambled back to his feet, ready to meet the charge with furious LIGHTNING but there was nothing charging. The prairie dog had dropped back into its hole. When Duke made it to the hole, there was no sign of the prairie dog. At least, not until he was struck from behind by another sonic blast. Duke didn’t hesitate and TELEPORTED back to the level entrance.

“Well, that fucking hurts. It even deafens me temporarily so I can’t hear the next one lining me up from behind. Clever bastards. Now, how do I stop them?” Duke sat down, waiting for his Health to regen. He absently activated RESTORE to get his armor back into pristine shape. The grass around him suddenly perked up and turned bright green instead of the dried-out tan it had been.

Duke pondered the situation for a bit, instinctively knowing that he was safe in the spot he was resting. I could try what I had done with the ferrets and close off their holes. That seems a bit boring and repetitive though. Let’s see, what else we’ve got in our bag of tricks… It took a few minutes, but Duke came up with a plan. But first he needed to experiment.

Duke set out into the level yet again. This time, he approached in Stealth and took his time getting to the first opening. He kept looking around himself to make sure none of the prairie dogs could sneak up on him. At least that was his intention. After several careful minutes of creeping up to the hole, Duke looked in to see if it was clear. Thankfully, it appeared to be empty, so he quietly dropped down into the hole.

He quickly checked both directions the hole traveled and saw the coast was clear. The passage was wide and tall enough to stand comfortably for him, which made sense as the beasts came up to his head height at the shoulder. Picking a random direction, he set out to follow the tunnel. Every third Stealthy step, he turned back in the direction he had come from to ensure he was still alone.

He passed several intersections before he heard what he was hoping for – the sound of a creature moving in the tunnel ahead of him. He slowed down even more and prepared his experiment. He charged a POISON DART with 1,000 Mana. It was not one of his harder hitting Abilities, but it did carry a damage-over-time trait and that was what he was testing.

Once the creature was in sight, Duke let the dart go. He then immediately TELEPORTED back to the beginning. There was functionality in his display for combat that he had never turned on as he had found it initially distracting. This showed vital statistics for himself and any enemies in combat. He had plenty of experience in using a HUD from being a combat pilot, but this was a bit more data than he wanted to see if there were a lot of foes. He wanted to test the functionality now and see if he could get it to work for him.

It took a bunch of mental manipulation, but he was able to get his display to show him exactly what he wanted from his foes. As he was making his final adjustments, he made a happy discovery. There was a “dungeon level” display. With it, he could look at a map of the area he had already covered and, most importantly for this current level, a count of active foes. This was perfect! The listing showed 24 foes still left in the level. He flipped back to the active combat screen.

The prairie dog he had poisoned was still losing Health and was down to about 75 percent. He kept watching as its Health continued to tick down every second. After what had been 30 seconds, the creature’s Health stopped ticking downward, stopping at close to 60 percent. Duke nodded and set out again.

This time, he saw there were prairie dogs out and about. He smiled thinking that his Stealth strike had stirred the coterie up pretty well. This would actually work out pretty well. Duke TELEPORTED about 30 meters away from one of the prairie dogs and hit it with a 1,000 point POISON DART. He then immediately TELEPORTED away, winding up another 30 meters or so behind a different prairie dog and hit it with a POISON DART as well. He repeated this for all four prairie dogs that were out and about twice, finally TELEPORTING back to the start again. Each time he hit one, the entire group would turn and blast sonic energy right where he had been standing.

The prairie dogs became more confused and enraged as the seconds ticked by. Duke, on the other hand, just regened his Mana. He checked his dungeon level display, and it confirmed the one thing he was hoping he had right, even after the poison wore off, the prairie dogs weren’t healing back up. The four were sitting at between 20 and 40% Health.

Duke smiled and started the cycle again, finishing off the four who were above ground. He waited for his Mana to regen and set out yet again. There were no prairie dogs above ground, so he dropped down the same hole he entered last time. He was brimming with confidence and that led to carelessness. He dropped down in-between a pair of the beasts who were waiting for him.

The sonic wail of the prairie dogs’ attacks struck him from both the front and back. Duke felt his ears pop and hot wetness poured out, dripping down his neck. He responded faster this time, having not been stunned by some miracle and fired off a 4,000 point FORCE BOLT at each of the attacking beasts and TELEPORTED back to safety to regen. I can keep this up all day. His musings were interrupted by a system message:

*** Exploit noted. Conditions adjusted to retain floor intent. The level entrance is no longer considered a “safe zone.” Good luck! ***

Duke swore and climbed to his feet as he felt the ground rumble. “Oh no, not happening.” Duke TELEPORTED 200 meters to the side. He turned back to watch as a dozen giant prairie dogs swarmed over the level entrance. They tore the ground up looking for him. He watched as they continued their rampage, thinking about how to approach the problem now. He really wanted to kill all the mobs on this level because he was sure they were all over level 100 and would give him phenomenal experience, but he was certain that taking on a dozen at once was not the smartest or most survivable idea.

His decision was made when he heard a squeal behind him, followed by another sonic blast that nearly knocked him flat. He spun around to see a prairie dog duck back into a hole a few meters away. “Fuzzy bastard. That’s going to cost you!” Duke TELEPORTED over to the hole to get a good, quick shot in. Instead, he was blasted in the back, knocking him hard to the ground.

Duke scrambled back to his feet in time to see the mob of prairie dogs headed his way. One, by one, they disappeared into holes before they got close to him. He TELEPORTED back to the entrance area. Even though it was torn up, it still gave him space to think about how to approach this latest tactic. “Either I play whack a mole, or I take this into the tunnels and collapse the tunnels.”

Duke scanned his Ability list, pulling up the information for REMOTE CASTING. It was an Ability he really had not used much before but might work well for this approach. He was able to start the origin of an Ability at a distance away from himself according to a rank and level formula. He poured through the information. “Yes, here it is. Five raised to the rank level plus Ability level within rank in meters. OK, so, Untrained is rank one, and I have it at level 2, so I can REMOTE CAST an Ability a full…” Duke’s hopes crashed as he did the math. “Seven meters away from myself. Well, shit. Guess I have to practice that one too. Just too damned many Abilities to get them all ranked up. Oh well, let’s try it anyway. Seven meters is still seven meters farther back I can be from the blast.”

Duke charged up a FORCE BOLT with a monstrous 7,000 Mana, TELPORTED close to a hole, and REMOTE CAST it to travel down the tunnel before TELEPORTING away. The resulting explosion of dirt was impressive. The ground shook beneath him and the tunnel collapsed all along its path. Even better, another opponent was crossed off his list.

Duke knew the prairie dogs would change tactics yet again, but he had to take advantage of the temporary edge he had built. The problem was that he had used so much Mana it would take him almost a minute and a half to regen. In normal use, that was no time at all. In the middle of combat, that was an eternity. He had to find a way to regen and keep on the move so that they didn’t pin him down again. Some quick math later, he realized that he could TELPORT every second and still get more than 80 Mana every same second in regen. The next fifteen minutes were spent hopping around the level and blasting away every time his Mana regened. It wasn’t glorious. It wasn’t fun. But it was effective. He had killed another half dozen of the prairie dogs or so and only had 10 remaining.

That was, of course, when the boss decided enough was enough. It burst out of the ground with the other nine remaining prairie dogs surrounding it. Duke sighed. “Boss animal bursting out of the ground. When I said, ‘Play it again, Sam,’ this is not exactly what I had in mind.”

He received no response, but the prairie dogs all started running around the boss in a circle, moving faster and faster. The sound of their running was a low, but rising rumble. Faster and faster, they circled the boss and the pitch of their passage rose as well, quickly becoming painful. Duke found his equilibrium starting to waver as what he saw defied his mind. The prairie dogs were lifting into the air!

Duke stared as the remains of the coterie took flight and started to hover in his direction. As they moved, Duke could see sonic blasts randomly striking the ground like lightning from a thundercloud. Each blast sent a tremendous clod of dirt exploding into the air. He kept his distance as he finished regening his Mana and tried to think of a way to fight this other than to just blast it and see what happens.

In the end, he tried just that. He TELEPORTED close and unleashed with a 7,000 point LIGHTNING bolt before TELEPORTING away. He saw the crackling electricity arcing all over the outer ring of prairie dogs, but it dissipated before it seemed to do any visible damage. As he watched the gaggle of angry whirling fur wobble closer, he was caught by one of the sonic blasts. It knocked him 10 meters away and took half of his Health. From that point, he mostly kept his distance, only getting closer to try a different Ability on it. FORCE BOLT seemed to be the only one that even had a minor effect on the thing. Duke was sure he was heavily outclassed, but he also knew there was no choice but to win. He kept running and gunning.

After spending nearly an hour evading and exchanging blasts with the boss, he had learned a few things. One, the seeming random blasts were not random – there was a pattern to them. Two, although he could target a single prairie dog, the energy shield surrounding them all protected them equally. Three, he could survive a direct hit from one of the sonic blasts, but only just barely.

Duke continued to move about the area, desperately trying to come up with a way to penetrate the shield. Even the thrown spear bounced off, so he knew it was resistant to physical as well as magical damage. There was one thing he hadn’t tried yet and it was a longshot, but it was all he had left.

Duke focused on a single prairie dog as it whirled around the boss, watching it with all of his intent and concentration. When he was sure he had a lock on it, he pushed 5,000 Mana into TELEPORTING it 10 meters away from the boss. It worked! The prairie dog was ripped away from the boss and plummeted to the ground relatively close to Duke. It was severely injured, and Duke was able to quickly reach it and finish it off before he had to TELEPORT away again.

Duke laughed and proceeded to go back into dodge mode as the boss started wobbling his way with a bit more urgency. When Duke’s Mana was full again, he tried the same trick, and it worked just as well. Lather. Rinse. Repeat. It got easier to start targeting individuals as he thinned out the group which required less concentration. He felt his headache ease. When there were only two left with the boss, things changed.

The energy shield that had been so strong that he could feel the hum from it had dimmed significantly and was nearly silent at any distance. The wobble of the prairie dogs had also grown heavily pronounced and the sonic blasts were far more infrequent and even more randomly aimed.

“Yeah, baby. You’re fucked now!” Duke TELEPORTED another prairie dog away from the boss and finished it off. The wobble as the single prairie dog whipped around the boss was extreme now, causing the boss to start spinning and tumbling faster and faster. As Duke stayed back to regen his Mana yet again, he saw the pairing grow more and more unstable with the orbiting prairie dog starting to pull away and move into a more elliptical orbit.

He watched, fascinated as the final orbiting prairie dog broke free, arcing away to eventually slam into the ground at tremendous speed. The boss, itself fell from the sky with much less velocity but by no means much less impact. Duke TELEPORTED close by and unleashed a 6,000 Mana LIGHTNING strike, nearly depleting his Mana in the hopes of finishing the boss off before it could get its bearings.

The boss struggled to its feet, growling with half of its face burned off by the LIGHTNING strike. Duke didn’t have much Mana left so he tried something that he had been thinking about for some time now. Instead of TELEPORTING away, he TELEPORTED onto the creature’s back and started stabbing it in the skull with his sword. The sword sang out its tune of Blood and War, growing louder with every strike. Duke felt the sword twisting in his hands but at this range, he could not miss. He got angrier and angrier as the sword seemed to fight him and each subsequent strike hit harder than the last and did not notice when the beast stopped moving. What stopped him was the system message.

*** Congratulations! You have completed the third level of the Lake Front Dungeon. You have one hour to collect whatever loot you may find before you must decide whether to continue or to leave the dungeon. When this hour is up, you will be transported to a safe room where you may recover for up to one week before proceeding to the next level or departing the dungeon. Rewards will be distributed upon your decision. Dungeon restrictions have been temporarily lifted. ***

Duke looted everything he could fit in his INVENTORY, thankful that it had expanded when it leveled up. He then proceeded through the exit portal. Back in the room, he lay down on the bed for a moment, falling asleep nearly instantly.

            

    
        Chapter 33

    
    
    
    
                As usual, Duke awoke to a slew of notices:

***

For defeating 27 Champion Giant Prairie Dogs of various levels between 150 and 172, you receive 1,525,050 experience.

For defeating Sedgewick, the Hidden, a level 200 Boss, you receive 111,825 experience.

This is enough experience to bring you to level 66.  As you have exceeded the level limit for Tier 1 at level 50 quite significantly, you shall enter Tier 2 with additional benefits.  You have 24 hours to make your tier-up selections.  You will not gain any additional experience during this time.

Your Skills and Abilities have seen increases:

Stealth has increased to Initiate 20

Blades has increased to Novice 8

Dodge has increased to Initiate 16

Spears has increased to Untrained 9

TELEPORTATION has seen considerable use, including being used offensively.  It increases to Practiced 39

REGENERATION continues to see significant use and has increased to Practiced 54

TONGUES has increased to Initiate 6

LIGHTNING has increased to Initiate 11

OVERCHANNEL has increased to Initiate 13

FORCE DART has increased to Novice 14

POISON DART has increased to Novice 14

CLEANSE has increased to Novice 11

REMOTE CASTING has increased to Untrained 4

INVENTORY has increased to Initiate 7

ARMOR SKIN has increased to Untrained 9

Good, now that’s done. We have been waiting for this, you know.  Even so, little human, you have exceeded our expectations quite remarkably.  We expected you to perish in there for sure.  Instead, you pushed yourself so far into Tier 2 that the little system of this world doesn’t know what to do with you.  It’s rather quite amusing. 

You also managed to tap into powers beyond your scope and push an Ability well beyond its limits.  There is a price to pay for that – Power never comes without a cost.  We have decided to give you a choice.  You can either pay up now and lose the extra million experience beyond the Tier 1 barrier and the marvelous benefits associated with that excess, or you can wait and pay a greater price later.

Make your choice:  Pay what you owe now, or pay more later? ***

Duke weighed his options carefully before making his choice.  He could clear his debt now but miss out on whatever massive bonuses he would receive for a full million experience point overage.  He hated carrying debt so that is what he was leaning towards. But he could put it off.  He could be able to easily pay it back in the future as he grew in power.  Or, the debt could grow in tandem with his power.  He had no way of knowing either way.  With all that in mind, he decided.

*** Your cosmic debt has been paid.  Congratulations!  For paying your debt so quickly, you receive a minor boon.  You may elevate any Skill or Ability by 25 levels as long as it remains under the rank of Master. ***

Duke didn’t hesitate and elevated his TELEPORTATION Ability.  It wasn’t quite up to Adept rank yet, but it was getting close, and it was now his second highest-rank Ability.  That made him smile.

“Just two more things to do before I step out and grab my friends.  Let’s see what all this Tier-up stuff is all about and then to distribute all those sweet, sweet stats.”

*** Tier 2 options:

Option One – (Common) Class specialization.  Option not available.

Option Two – (Common) Gain a second Class.  Option not available.

Option Three – (Uncommon) Ability evolution.  Choose an Ability to significantly enhance and alter. 

Option Four – (Rare) Ability generation.  Create a new Ability.

Option Five – (Rare) Ability combination.  Combine two or more Abilities into a single Ability.

Make your choice! ***

Duke read the choices, chafing at not having the full five choices that he should have.  Guess that the whole ‘you don’t follow all the rules’ thing.  Evolving an Ability sounded very intriguing and the thought of combining all his elemental Abilities into a single one could be very powerful.  Would the ranks and levels combine as well, making it a much higher level?  Finally, creating a new Ability altogether could be a game-changer for him.  The one thing he truly missed from home was flight time.  He had trained for years to get into the pilot’s seat and it is where he truly felt most alive – pushing his body with G-forces and pushing his mind with keeping track of myriad options and other aircraft.  The Ability to fly without a plane was too tempting to resist.  He made his choice.

*** You have chosen to create a new Ability.  You have created the Ability, FLIGHT.  Since this Ability was created during the Tier-up process, it is created at a higher level.  For you, FLIGHT starts at Novice 10. ***

Duke was elated.  From the time he was a child, the whole concept of flight fascinated him.  He was jealous of the birds, even insects that could fly.  It was the reason he joined the military.  Nothing ever as good as flying had for him.  This Ability would be the fulfillment of his deepest childhood dream. He was sorely tempted to start flying right then and there but doing so in a heavily enclosed space was not his best option.  Still, he wanted nothing more than to start right away.  He had one more thing to do before leaving the dungeon – allocating his stat points.

The first thing he thought about was his Agility.  It was high for a human at 38, but if he was going to be flying, he wanted it to be much higher.   He poured 62 points into it to bring it all the way to 100.  The rest he spread out a bit more.  One into Psyche to bring it to 110, 12 into Intuition to bring it to 50, 10 into Strength to bring it to 55, and the final 5 into Reason since it was his lowest remaining stat leaving it at 43.

He crashed down on the bed as the extreme changes wracked his body with pain.  The pain was lesser and briefer than the first time he made such radical changes.  He wasn’t sure if it was his superior willpower based on his Psyche, his overall power level, or something to do with now being Tier Two, but he was thankful that the suffering had abated quickly.

Duke shot off the bed…and nearly slammed into the ceiling.  At the last second, he twisted his body in a nearly impossible angle and pushed off the ceiling with his feet.  He twisted again in the air and landed perfectly on his feet, better than any Olympic athlete could have pulled off.  His new Agility was amazing!

“Sam, open a portal.  I am leaving the dungeon.”

The portal opened for Duke, and he received no response from Sam at all.  He wondered if the dungeon was sulking.  Doesn’t matter.  I already told you I was going to do this, so if it surprises you then too bad for you.  Duke stepped through the portal to find Grat and Elaine waiting for him amongst the stones.

“Well, that was quick.  What, did it take you ten minutes to do the entire level?”  Elaine asked.

“No, it took me quite a bit longer.  Time passes differently in the dungeon.  Faster, it seems.”  Duke replied.

“Now that is interesting.”  Grat noted.  “Have you spoken with Baslin?  Is he still OK?”

Duke grimaced, realizing he hadn’t reached out at all.  “Um, doing that now.”  He concentrated on the headband, still amazed that his powers hadn’t absorbed it yet.  “Hey Baslin!  Are you doing OK?”

“Duke!  So good to hear from you.  I know that time passes differently in the dungeon but I was starting to wonder if you were OK.  How does the team’s progress stand?”

“Baslin, things have been frighteningly difficult for the team, but the rewards have been amazing.  Oh shit!  Son of a bitch!”  Duke suddenly raged.

“What is it?”  Baslin, Elaine, and Grat all asked in unison.

“I forgot to get the rewards from the third level.  And considering what I gained experience-wise, they would have been epic, perhaps even legendary.  I really screwed that up!”

“Perhaps they will still be there when you return to the dungeon.”  Elaine suggested hopefully.

“Perhaps.” Duke agreed sullenly.  “The second level nearly killed Grat.  It was one of the sub-bosses and it was bad.”  Duke continued to fill in Baslin on what happened in the dungeon.

“Duke saved him.” Elaine added with tears welling up in her eyes.  “My love was gone, beyond my healing, and Duke brought him back.”  Grat held her close as Elaine broke down in tears.

“That’s amazing and such wonderful news that you were able to save him.  How did you do it, Duke?  What Spell did you use?”  Baslin asked, excitement rising in his voice.

“Well, you know the Repair spell you taught me?”

“Yes…” Baslin responded, intrigued.

“I evolved it into RESTORE.  It took all of my Mana and I had to borrow from…well, from the cosmos.”  Duke paused momentarily.  “It evolved and pushed it all the way up to Master rank.”

“Wait, you have a Spell at Master rank?”  Baslin’s excitement bubbled over.  “Stay right where you are.  I’m going to open a portal for you all to get back here right now.  Don’t go anywhere!”

The trio looked at each other, confused.  “I thought we were going to re-run the first three levels of the dungeon?”  Elaine asked over Grat’s shoulder. 

“That was the plan.” Duke responded.  Further discussion was cut off as Baslin’s portal opened up before them.

“Come on!  Hurry up!”  Baslin implored.  The trio stepped through and into Baslin’s portal room.  They had not taken more than a few steps off the platform before Baslin grabbed Duke by the arm, urging him to come along.  Duke complied, thoroughly confused. Grat and Elaine followed along, equally confused.

Baslin whisked Duke up the stairs to the main level and to the grand entryway.  He seemed full of exuberance and anticipation as the pair skidded to a halt in front of the double doors.

“Show me your screen with RESTORE on it.”  Baslin demanded.

Duke shrugged.  “This is a bit intense, and I have no idea why, but here it is.”  He showed Baslin the screen.  Baslin whooped with joy!

“Oh, today is a great day.  A great day indeed!  Oh, yes, yes, yes!  How to do it?  Big?  Dramatic?  Just do it?  So many choices!”

“Baslin, slow down!  What are you going on about?”  Duke asked as Grat and Elaine finally caught up to the two of them panting from the exertion.

Baslin noticed them arrive.  “Ah, yes, witnesses.  Neutral witnesses.  Perfect.  Duke, open the doors.”

“Um, army out there.  Don’t you remember?”  Duke responded.

“Remember?  Yes.  I am counting on them to be out there.  I am counting on them to send a senior officer, a noble to this very door the moment you open it.  So, please OPEN THE DOOR!”

Duke winced at the outburst but shrugged again and walked up to the massive double doors.  Grat joined him and they each took hold of one of the doors and pulled them open.  Once they were open, Duke could see the army arrayed around them, at least part of it.  From the ranks, a single horn blasted a mournful note.  Duke and Grat stepped back to stand next to Baslin.

“Grat, please take your wife and stand by the side.  You two are my unaffiliated witnesses for this.  Duke, stand at my side please.  Yes, there.  Perfect.”

Minutes passed as the army roused itself, ranks closing around the tower.  Finally, a corridor opened up in the army’s ranks and a figure clad in shining golden armor with a deep red plumed helm rode forward.  He addressed them.

“Archmage Baslin the Best.  King Chopie has-“

“Be silent and bear witness!”  Baslin’s words resonated with such power and command that the entire army froze in place, including the mounted officer.  “That’s better.”   Baslin took a moment to straighten out his robes and compose himself.

“Duke, I ask you these questions in all solemnity, honor and truth.  Are you my apprentice?”  There was a palpable power resonating in Baslin’s words that set everyone’s attention directly on him.

Duke responded, “Yes I am.”  He was unsure what was happening, but he had never seen Baslin this serious before and it concerned him.  He maintained as serious a manner as the Archmage.  For some reason, he felt his PURPOSE flare in response.

“Duke, Did I teach you the Spell Repair?”

“Yes, you did.”  Duke’s PURPOSE flared more brightly.

Duke, did you evolve the Spell beyond the limits of what I taught you into something now called RESTORE?”

Duke responded, loudly and with clarity, “Yes I did.”  Duke’s PURPOSE was now fully engaged. He still did not understand why.

“My apprentice, on the honor and binding of your soul, speak truthfully.  What rank is your RESTORE?”  Baslin’s excitement was bleeding into his voice, but he held himself steady still.

Duke answered.  “My RESTORE is at Master rank.”  He could feel the pressure as the eyes of the cosmos focused upon him, and they smiled at his truth.  The weight lifted and his PURPOSE shined within him.

“As Duke, my apprentice, has achieved the rank of Master, I officially declare him graduated!  His is a full mage of his own!  And by such truthful declaration, MY OATH STANDS FULFILLED AND COMPLETE!”

Baslin’s declaration caused a ripple of energy to spread out from him.  It nudged Duke aside, Grat and Elaine were forced to take a step back, and to a man, the army was swept from their feet as the wave gained full strength.  The shockwave of the fulfilled oath propagated throughout the forest, and beyond through the rest of the kingdom.  It continued to overspread the continent and eventually, all of Teldin felt the weight of the oath of a true Archmage fulfilled.

“By my oath fulfilled, I AM FREE!”  Baslin declared.

The officer struggled back into his saddle and had a declaration of his own, “ATTACK!”

            

    
        Chapter 34

    
    
    
    
                A myriad of hidden mages revealed themselves.  As one, they cast a single spell that propagated and incinerated Baslin’s “trees” before anyone else could act.  Soldiers charged towards the tower, quickly closing the distance to the open doors.

“That’s a problem.”  Baslin’s statement was simple and uninflected, yet all three sets of eyes riveted on him before turning towards the charging soldiers.

Duke stepped into the doorway, ready to receive the disorganized charge of the soldiers.  Elaine transformed next to him as Grat began calling upon his vines.  Baslin didn’t react other than to scowl at the mages that had revealed themselves.

The soldiers charged right into the doorway and slammed into an invisible wall.  They stacked up against each other as those behind couldn’t possibly stop in time.  Baslin chuckled.  “It’s not the soldiers that should concern us as they cannot penetrate the barrier.  It is the Magi Argentus that seem to have joined this fight.  They are the true threat on the field.  We do not have much time.  Duke, fill your INVENTORY with as many potions and items as you can fit from the lab.  Leave behind raw materials if you must.  Grat, Elaine, please raid the bedrooms and put as much as you can in these two storage rings.  No, all of you, go!”

Baslin tore off towards the library as the rest of them scattered throughout the tower.  “Meet me in the portal room when you are done!”  Baslin shouted as they all ran.  None quite understanding what the panic was about but knowing that if something was causing the Archmage to scramble, they had better move too.

Duke stormed through the lab, pulling all sorts of potions and equipment into his INVENTORY.  It seemed like he had too much room in there compared to what he had in the dungeon, and he took a quick peek at his Abilities and discovered that his INVENTORY space had doubled.  He didn’t have time to delve into it so he just accepted it and figured he would look later.  In the meantime, he loaded up as much as he could, tossing aside a few corpses he had been saving to make even more room.  Still, there was more to take, and Duke knew he was taking longer than he should.

Grat and Elaine raced through the bedrooms using the rings Baslin had given them.  It took a moment for them to get the hang of it, but in a matter of minutes, they had pulled entire rooms of bedding and furniture.  In five minutes, the bedrooms were empty.  They ran to the stairs and down to the portal room.

Baslin condensed his entire library down to a single book.  “Oh, I so love that spell!”  He jogged down the hall and down the stairs to get the portal ready.  He knew he would need extra time with it to ensure its stability.  The tower rang with the sound of a tremendous spell impacting it.  Baslin stumbled on the stairs, barely grabbing the handrail in time to stop himself from tumbling down the rest of the way.  That impact had affected him as much as it did the barrier.  He knew that was a working of the Magi Argentus and he hastened his steps.

Grat and Elaine joined him shortly thereafter.  He was deep into making adjustments to the portal chamber, mainly to keep it stable while the tower continued to be rocked by magical blow after magical blow.  He paused at their entrance and asked, “How many of the Magi Argentus did you count?  Were there 29?”

Grat stared at Baslin in utter confusion.  Elaine responded, “We got the beds, pillows, and linens.  I did not stop to count the mages.  Do you want me to go back up and count them?  Is it important?”

Baslin shook her question off and turned back to his stabilization spells.  “Duke, did you count the mages?”

Duke replied, “I’m still getting things out of the lab.  Just how much stuff do you have here?”

“More than we have time to take.  Go run back to the door and see if you can get me a count of the Magi Argentus.  It matters.”

Duke acknowledged the request and TELEPORTED back to the entranceway.  He could see that the soldiers had backed off completely and there was simply the group of mages firing spells at the tower.  They were slowly arranging themselves in some sort of concentric circles.  He grabbed a quick count and went to TELEPORT down to the portal chamber but stopped.  Would TELEPORTING into the portal chamber mess something up?  Better not risk it.  Time to fly!

For the first time under his own power, Duke flew.  He rose into the air and turned to head down the stairs.  He knew speed was important and poured on all the speed he could muster.  Moments later, he realized his mistake as he crashed into the angled ceiling above the stairs at more than one hundred knots.  He knew it was that fast from his experience in fighters.  He also knew that he was overwhelmingly thankful that the ceiling was angled, bouncing him downward rather than slamming him straight into a wall.  Still, it hurt!  He slowed his flight and managed to get better control as his REGENERATION took to repairing his damage.  He flew down, landing gracefully next to Grat and Elaine. 

“Well, that’s new.”  Elaine remarked.

“Yes it is…and it’s freaking awesome!”

Grat added, “You might want to CLEANSE.  You have blood all over your face.  I am guessing the last crash accompanied by cursing was you flying into a wall?”

“Pretty much.  Went too fast for my control.  I’ve got it figured out now.  How are things looking here?”  Duke’s question was answered by yet another crash of magic against the tower’s barrier.  This time, however, the tower shook hard enough to dislodge dust from the ceiling.

“Duke, how many Magi are out there?”  Baslin asked as he cast a Massive Cleanse spell over the entire area.

“I counted close to 30.  They were arraying themselves into concentric rings.  Each one seemed to have more Magi in it than the last.  Like, one, three, five, and so on.”

Baslin stopped, looking up at Duke in alarm.  “How many circles?”  He asked, insistently.

“Five from what I saw.”  Duke replied.

“Five circles of primes.  A five-fold prime of primes!  29 Magi!  We have to go, and we have to go now!  Everyone on the platform!”  He rushed to lead the way.  The others joined him quickly not understanding what was happening but feeding off the urgency suffusing Baslin’s words.

The tower rocked as Baslin collapsed to his knees in pain.  “The barrier is breached.  We go now!”  With that, he activated the portal mechanism and a portal shakily formed in the air behind them.  Duke tackled the whole group through the portal as the tower groaned with strain from blows ripping huge chunks of stone free.  Duke could see white-hot flames consume the portal room, shattering the stone and melting the inlaid runes right before the portal winked out.  The heat of it all singed his hair and left him feeling like he had spent the day standing unprotected on the white sands of Pensacola Beach.  He was, for all intents and purposes, sunburned.

The four of them scrambled to their feet behind Duke, Baslin taking his time seemingly in some sort of distress.  Duke helped him to his feet and activated RESTORE over the whole group.  Instantly, it was as if the world was lifted from Baslin’s shoulders, and he stood up smiling.  “Thank you for that.  I really needed it.  Now are we where I hope I sent us?”

“If you were aiming for the dungeon, we’re here for sure.”  Duke replied.

“Perfect.  We can hide out in the dungeon to keep the Magi Argentus from getting a lock on us, or me in particular.  Get us inside as soon as you can.”  Baslin instructed.

Duke placed his hand upon the standing stone and the four of them were inside the dungeon.

***Congratulations traveler!  You have survived transit to the Lake Front Dungeon.  You have taken no Residual Damage due to the Dungeon being successfully run very recently.  The Residual Damage counter has been reset.  The Entrance Timer has been reset.***

The four of them found themselves at the entrance to the first level of the dungeon.  Baslin held up a hand to forestall the inevitable questions.  He took a few moments to gather himself and began to speak.

“This has been a life-changing day for me.  Duke, you know some of this, but you two do not.  I was trapped in that tower by an oath I made to King Estros.  I essentially vowed to raise a master mage for each of his children and I happily did so.  The brats killed one of my apprentices before I could declare them both graduated.  Well, they killed both of them but one had already graduated– that is just how sick and twisted their competition is with each other.”             

“Utterly evil.”  Elaine added.

“Just so.”  Baslin continued.  “I was trapped in the tower until I raised another master mage to take the place of the one that I didn’t graduate.  Since neither kid could claim my power for themselves, they conspired to keep me trapped and out of the way.”              

“How long-“  Grat started.

“Too long,” Baslin continued.  “Once I declared Duke a Master Mage, the oath was fulfilled, and the brats lost their hold on me.  That should have been the end of it.  But obviously, it wasn’t.”

“There was an entire army standing outside your door.  That’s not very subtle.”  Duke responded.              

“Ah, but that is where it gets interesting.  An entire army is of no concern to me.  They could have pounded on my barrier for years with their best siege weapons and they might have knocked some dust loose.  Instead, they brought the Magi Argentus with them.”              

“Yeah, who the heck are these Magpie Agents that spooked you so much?  You’re a freaking Archmage.”  Duke inquired.

“The Magi Argentus are a group that you hire when you have to take down a mad wizard.  They are a specialized organization and that is what they do – they kill rogue mages.  They are obscenely expensive to hire but that is because they are absolutely deadly at what they do.  We were lucky.  Well, I was lucky to get away from them.  Especially with a full 29 of them – that is most of their entire membership.  The concentric circles they were creating were part of a war array.  Even at my best, I couldn’t take that array on directly without specific preparation and I’m just a bit rusty.”

“You’re rusty?”  Elaine asked.

“Well, sure.  Before Duke came along, it had been decades since I had taught anyone any magic, let alone cast anything significant.  I couldn’t leave the vicinity of the tower and I depleted the area of reagents years ago.  I am out of practice and need to get back into magical shape.  I haven’t gained a single experience point in more than twenty years.”

“So, what do we do?”  Grat asked.

“Run the dungeon, of course.”  Baslin responded with a grin.  “Everything else will get figured out.”  With that, he turned to the dungeon level beaming, free to finally do something again.
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                The first level of the dungeon had not changed since Duke had run it with Grat and Elaine.  With Baslin along, it was comically easy for the foursome.  Baslin killed the first few ferrets with simple spells but backed off to stand next to Duke when he realized the man was not fighting.

“Why are you just standing back here and not contributing?”  Baslin asked.

“Because I don’t want to drain their experience.  And they can handle this level rather easily.  The second level gave them some problems towards the end, but I am really interested in seeing how the third level plays out at this lower difficulty.  I struggled to complete it in the end.  The fourth level is when we will all need to be on our toes.  The fourth level will likely be level 200+ monsters.  That is enough to make me a bit nervous.  OK, more than a bit.  I know I’m ridiculously strong for someone just breaking into Tier Two but even still, level 200+ monsters, that’s what, Tier Four at least?”

Baslin nodded as he watched Elaine’s bear form tear ferrets to shreds and Grat’s vines squeeze the life from them without hesitation.  “Likely Tier Three for someone with an evolved class.  Maybe Tier Four if they had less-than-optimal choices or classes.”

“Class choice makes that much of a difference?”  Duke inquired as he dodged a stray ferret torso that Elaine had casually tossed aside.

“Class choice makes an immense difference.  Most people only get one Ability per Tier and one or two for each class within that Tier.  Abilities are powerful things to have so choosing classes that provide the right Abilities is crucial to one’s development.  That reminds me, what class choices have you made?”  Baslin continued.

Duke smiled sheepishly.  “I have no class.”  He knew it was a cheesy line, but it was entirely true in this case.

“No class, you say.  I suppose it is time for jokes, but truly, what is your class?”  Baslin asked a bit more firmly.

“Baslin, I do not have a class.  I cannot have a class.”  Duke replied emphatically.

“That’s not possible.  Even if you refused to select one, the system would have assigned you one by now.”

“Rules aren’t really my thing.  Even more so when it comes to the system.  I use the system, but I don’t think I’m really part of it like everyone else.”  Duke responded.

Ahead, Elaine and Grat had torn their way through the trash-mob ferrets and were facing the boss ferret.  Duke and Baslin moved to join the fight but neither took more than a single step before it was over.  Grat had wrapped a vine as thick as Duke’s leg around the thing’s neck and had lifted the entire creature in the air while squeezing its airway closed.  Elaine emitted a feral growl and slammed her paws into its chest, ripping them in opposite directions.  The beast was rent open, vital organs shredded and splattering blood and viscera in a wide area.  It died moments later.  Baslin and Duke watched nonchalantly.

Elaine transformed back into human form, dripping with gore.  She looked back to Duke.  “You mind?”

Duke chuckled and activated CLEANSE over all four of them.  The relieved look on Elaine’s face was priceless.  “Yep, definitely keeping you around for that Spell if nothing else.”

“Glad to be useful.” Duke quipped.  “Now let’s grab the loot and see if the dungeon was generous and saved the loot from the third floor that I forgot to pick up.”  Duke was definitely not trying to prompt the dungeon.  Definitely not.

The four quickly looted the corpses and transferred to the “between” area.  There were now 4 bedrooms to accommodate them all.  They would only use three, but the dungeon didn’t seem to notice.  The most important thing was that there were two reward chests in the room and Duke was salivating as he went to open the “forgotten” 3rd floor chest.

“Thank you for saving the chest for me, Sam!”  Duke was elated and nearly missed Sam’s response and Baslin’s reaction.

“Now if there was still something in it, that would be generous of me, wouldn’t it?”  Sam replied and Baslin just stared at the spot mumbling something sounding like “fascinating” to Duke.

“Um, yes.”  Duke responded.  “That would truly be great of you.  And since we’re such good friends and I brought everyone here to help us all get through the fifth floor, I know you would want to reward me for helping you out.”  He knew he was laying it on thick, but he really wanted Sam to stay on his side since he had no idea just how much influence Sam had in the larger dungeon scope.  He knew that Sam had affected the second-floor award, or at least claimed to do so.  Either way, Duke didn’t want to sour the relationship.

Duke opened the chest.  Within, he found dozens of crystals.  The majority were smaller and would be considered Minor Crystals.  There were a few larger ones which comprised 3 Medium, 1 Large, and one that glowed with a pale-yellow light.  He absently moved the crystals into a pile on the floor but IDENTIFIED the unusual crystal.

*** You have found the Crystal Heart of Healing.  This supreme crystal is infused with potent healing magic and can instantly heal any individual of all wounds and ailments.  It has three charges remaining.  When all charges are expended, the Crystal Heart of Healing will revert to its base form – a Grand Crystal. ***

Duke whistled as he absently handed the crystal to the curious Archmage looking over his shoulder.  Baslin chuckled at Duke’s nonchalance and examined it as well.  “That is quite powerful.  This could break the curse of even a divine being.  Do not use it frivolously as I expect you to gain the attention and ire of divine beings before too long, Duke.”

“Me?   I would never.”  Duke answered, trying to keep the laugh out of his voice.  He looked over to Grat and Elaine who were opening the other chest.  “Anything good in there?”

Elaine shook her head, paused, and seemed to consider her answer before responding.  “The loot from this dungeon is always good.  Wouldn’t you say so, Duke?”  Her pointed response was not lost on him.

Duke quickly agreed, “Yes, it really is.  Really a top-notch dungeon.”

Sam, despite his mostly indistinct form, seemed to puff up a bit with pride at the praise for the dungeon.  Elaine nodded nearly imperceptibly at Duke who returned the slight nod.

Baslin seemed to catch on and added, “Now you see why I was so exited to come along on this delve.  This could be the greatest dungeon uncovered in my lifetime.”  Sam swelled up a bit more.

“Oh, just wait until you see what I have saved as a reward for the fifth and final floor!”  Sam seemed more excited than anyone else at the prospect.

“Quick question for the group – are we ready to jump into the 2nd floor, or does anyone need time to rest and recover?” Duke aimed his question at Elaine and Grat as they had done virtually all the fighting on the first floor.

“I’m quite ready.”  Baslin noted.

“I am rested enough.” Elaine added.

“I suppose I am as well, but I do have a few questions for you, Baslin, before we move on if you don’t mind?”  Grat continued after a nod of acknowledgement from Baslin.  “You just abandoned your tower.  That place should have been a magical fortress – everyone knows it’s absolute insanity to attack a mage in his own tower.  An Archmage?  How could they possibly have beaten your defenses?”  At the end, Grat’s tone had become accusatory, garnering him looks from Duke and Elaine.

Baslin grimaced, then nodded.  “I really was hoping nobody would notice that.  You are right, of course.  No one should have been able to breach my defenses.  Not even the Magi Argentus.  But they did, didn’t they?”

The rest of the group gave him the “go on” look so he continued.  “They were prepared.  Prepared for me, specifically.  They had who knows how long to prepare and their spells were quite targeted.  They wanted to force me to stay in the tower, which I could have easily done.  I could have held them off indefinitely.  But the truth is that I am so tired and bored staying in one place that I couldn’t stomach staying there any longer.  The loss of the tower and all my supportive runeworks hurts my overall power and ability for sure, but my freedom matters much more than all that and I can rebuild the runeworks if I so choose.”

Duke, Elaine, and Grat, all felt a flare of PURPOSE at Baslin’s mention of freedom.  Baslin continued.  “I read their goals and allowing the tower to fall like that, coming here and entering the dungeon, and doing this-“ 

Baslin made a series of grand gestures with his hands, his fingers carving sparking azure runes in the very air.  He finished the gestures and the runes flashed and scattered into fading motes of light as Baslin uttered a single word of command, “Cease!”

The three still stared at Baslin as he continued his explanation.  “I allowed the Magi to burst my barriers and breach the tower.  I allowed them to strike harder than they really ever could.  I enhanced their burning spells.  The tower was wholly consumed by supreme flames.  Moments later, I was gone.  No scrying magic short of a god’s can locate me in the dungeon, and even then it would be difficult as this truly is another dimension.  Add all that together with terminating the one spell that proved that I lived will lead them all to believe that they wounded me so grievously that I perished.  For all intents and purposes, I am dead.  They will find no corpse as those flames would have consumed it utterly.  I now have the freedom to do whatever I want.”

The three continued to stare at Baslin for a spell before Grat spoke.  “You destroyed your own tower, your seat of power, to fake your death?”

“Just so.”  Baslin replied with a beaming smile.

“And what was that spell you terminated?” Elaine asked.

Duke replied before Baslin could, recalling a conversation that seemed so long ago now.  “That was the longevity spell, wasn’t it?”

“It was.  Excellent recall, Duke.”  Baslin’s smile turned wicked.  “Soon we get to see if their pet wizards can match that spell.  I’m going to bet that they can’t.  And I will shed no tears for either of them.”

“Who was that spell keeping alive?”  Elaine asked worriedly.

“King Chopie and Queen Pahst.  The twins who imprisoned me by warping my oath to their father.”  Baslin responded, his voice ringing with self-righteousness.

Two pairs of stunned eyes stared back at Baslin while Duke simply held up his hand for a high-five.  Baslin looked at him momentarily confused.  “You do not need to raise your hand if you have a question, Duke.  This is no classroom.”

Duke sighed, “High-five.  Slap my hand with yours.  It’s a celebration and congratulatory thing.”

Baslin slapped Duke’s hand awkwardly.  Elaine seemed to overcome her shock and seemed to make up her mind before speaking.  “Some would call that regicide.”

Duke responded, “Some would call it revoking an unearned privilege.  Others would call it justice.”

Baslin finished.  “Some would call it mercy.  I could have reversed the spell, after all.  They have ruled capriciously for more than a century and for the vast majority of that time, they have kept me prisoner.  I merely removed my support for their rule.  Any consequences they suffer as a result are their own responsibility!”  The heat in his voice rose as he spoke, a fist clenched and his eyes burning with anger…and magic.

Grat took Elaine by the hand and guided her to their room.  “We’ll sleep on this and speak more in the morning.”  She resisted initially but his whispers in her ear convinced her to come with him.  The door closed behind the couple.

Duke and Baslin looked at each other, still smiling.  “Don’t worry.  They’ll realize it was the right thing to do before too long.  They do not really understand just how oppressive the twins’ regimes are.  I’ve only tasted Chopie’s little world.  I can’t imagine Pahst’s as any better.” Duke reassured Baslin.

He nodded.  “It’s not.  So, is there anything to do in here while they talk it over?”

Duke’s smile got broader.  “Let me show you the training area.  And do you really think they are in there talking?”

Baslin chuckled.  “Well, maybe starting off talking.”
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                As it turned out, Duke and Baslin worked extremely well together in the training area. While Baslin re-tuned his spells, spells that he had not really used in decades, Duke worked on his sword fighting. To call it sword techniques would be insulting to sword techniques. He tried every move he could remember from all the cheesy sword and sorcery movies he watched growing up. The practice dummies were not impressed. They didn’t say so, but Duke could somehow sense it in their emotionless stares. He blasted one to pieces with LIGHTNING and felt better.

Baslin didn’t consider anything other than using spells. That was what he used exclusively and, after Duke’s frustration with the sword led him to start slinging magic, they practiced together. For hours, they traded magical attacks and defenses, Baslin held back most of the time as the majority of his spells were at the Master rank, with many even beyond. Using them offensively on Duke would probably be too much. It had been decades since he had really used any offensive spells and it seemed that he was more than a bit rusty with them.

One thing that did become evident during their practice was that they used magic very differently. Baslin cast Spells. He had Abilities that modified his spells such as SPEED CASTING, but even Spells cast that way had some form of Spell delay. Duke’s Abilities did not. It made little practical difference as their power levels were so far apart, but Baslin could see the potential beginning to be realized. Duke could sling magic at about a 7/5 ratio against Baslin despite Baslin’s Abilities. If they were the same power level, Duke would win the exchange, especially with his potential versatility and his TELEPORTATION Ability. It would be a long road, but he was willing to walk it alongside his first friend in ages.

Eventually, they both took a collective break to catch a few hours of sleep. Duke woke up last of the group and filtered through his notifications quickly. He received increases to Skills and Abilities but nothing earthshattering. Still, progress was progress. He quickly left his room to join the others, hoping that Grat and Elaine had come around. The most amusing thing to Duke was that the 5,000 bonus experience for completing the level was all the experience he received and it was enough to get him to level two. It seemed the experience meter started over again after a tier. The first few levels were going to fly by!

When he emerged, he saw all three of them sitting around a table, eating breakfast. Where did that come from? Duke pulled up the last chair and joined them. “Good morning, everyone.”

“Good morning. And thank you for not freaking out when we went off to discuss things.” Elaine greeted him. Grat nodded along.

“Wouldn’t have done anyone any good freaking out. Either you would come to the same conclusion I…we,” Duke included Balin in his gesture, “did. Or we would have more to discuss this morning. Which is it, by the way?” Duke asked bluntly, wanting to get things straightened out before the group headed further into the dungeon. Especially after what happened last time on the second floor.

“It was our shared PURPOSE that helped us get there.” Grat explained. When we realized that Baslin had been fighting for his freedom and it resonated so strongly with our PURPOSE, it brought some clarity. We knew the capital was a horrid cesspool of humanity and it was entirely due to the leadership of the city and the kingdom as a whole isn’t far behind. It was a hard answer to wrap our heads and hearts around, but we see it more clearly.”

Elaine added, “It’s much easier to see with our heads than our hearts. But, yes, we understand. Good enough?”

“Good enough.” Duke answered. “We can spend a few more days here training or we can head right in for the second level. What do you think?”

“I think we should hit the second level today and then spend some time training. Grat and I are both level 19 now and we should be better prepared for the giant golems since we know their tactics and risks now.”

Duke agreed. “And maybe this time, I won’t try to be Conan and take the thing down with a sword.”

Baslin raised an eyebrow. “Conan? Another odd phrase. What does it mean? I can guess from context but better to know than to guess.”

“Not quite an idiom, I guess. Conan was a fictional character that was immensely strong, not that smart, and fought with a great big sword. I think. At least that’s how I remember him from the movies. Probably smarter in the books. Never read them so I’m not sure. Had a bodybuilder playing the role in the movie. Really big guy. Massively muscled. But there is a photo of him dwarfed by another person from one of the movies.” Duke rambled a bit but stopped as the rest got that “glazed over” look. “Anyway, yeah. I’ll keep from using the sword against the big ones.”

“A fine plan.” Baslin responded. “Shall we?”

“Oh, gods, yes. Let’s go.” Elaine got up from the table with Grat and Baslin quickly following. Duke sullenly joined them as Sam opened up the portal to the second level.

Entering the second level was largely anticlimactic. The structure hadn’t changed in any significant way from the previous times Duke had run through it – right down to the lone spear trap. The Red Dwarves were no stronger than they had been on the previous run and tried the same formations again and again. In short, it was boring going through the first sections. Duke and Baslin again sat back and let Grat and Elaine work their way through the ranks of regular dwarf constructs. Occasionally, Baslin would cast a spell for fun. One in particular got Duke’s attention.

The spell caused one of the constructs to collapse into a condensed ball of matter the size of a fist. Duke immediately questioned Baslin on it. “What spell was that? That was cool.”

“That’s a basic Implosion spell. You like it?”

“Are you kidding? That’s balls-to-the-wall awesome.” Duke enthused.

Baslin chuckled. “Another idiom, I presume? Anyway, I’m sure I have it in a spellbook somewhere here. Maybe you can learn it.” Baslin proceeded to pull out a single book that he flipped through for several minutes before landing on the page he sought. He then proceeded to rip the page from the book to everyone’s horror.

“What?” Baslin asked when he realized they were all staring at him.

“You just tore a page out of your spellbook!” Grat responded.

“Oh that?” Baslin shook his head chuckling. “I suppose that is how it looks. Funny that I never noticed that before.” He took the torn page and waved it in the air several times rapidly. When he was done, the page had turned into an entire book of its own. He handed the new book to Duke and held up the original. “Infinite Spellbook. My favorite item of all time.”

“Thanks for this, and you have some weird but awesome shit.” Duke responded, thumbing his way through the new spellbook until he found the spell in question. He read and re-read the spell, trying to learn it while the rest of the group dragged him along.

Grat and Elaine consistently dispatched the Red Dwarf constructs throughout the floor. As a group, they had decided to clear the entire rest of the floor before moving through the teleporter and facing the giants and boss. They continued through several rooms that they had not entered previously, finding it rather monotonous. Duke was glad he had this new spell to learn and keep his mind occupied.

He was wondering how long it would take to learn when he was greeted by a system message. That was actually pretty quick. Loving it!

*** You have absorbed the Headband of Communication. This was a magical item of significant power and you have developed an ability similar to its effects.

New Ability: CLARIVOYANCE

This Ability allows you to see areas outside of your line of sight. The Ability is enhanced when you look upon a familiar place, person, or entity. At higher ranks, you will be able to hear as well as see and eventually be able to communicate through the Ability.

Due to the strength of the item absorbed, your Ability starts at the Initiate rank. Good luck! ***

Baslin is going to kill me. This is the second Headband of his I have lost. But what a cool Ability. There’s so much potential. I’m going to use this thing like constantly. It’s not like it even dips into my Mana regen.

Duke quickly went back to studying the spell in the spellbook, not at all looking guilty. Nope, not at all. He really hoped nobody noticed.

Everyone noticed him looking guilty, but no one said anything, figuring if it was something Duke wanted to talk about, he would. For the most part, they continued on as they had been with Grat and Elaine focused on killing the Red Dwarves and Duke and Baslin mainly staying back to prevent themselves from reducing the experience the couple received.

After hours of carving through dozens of ranks of the Red Dwarf constructs, they had finally cleared everything but the final fights. As they approached the teleporter, Grat and Elaine grew ever more agitated. Elaine had transformed back to human form so she could more easily fit on the teleport pad with the rest of the team and the look of worry on her face was evident. She had her arms crossed as if hugging herself with her knuckles whitening with the grip. Grat carried a look of dread that aged his much younger face significantly. Duke felt it and knew it was time to step up and be a leader.

“Grat, you have two choices here. The first is to step back from the pain and suffering you endured at the giant construct’s hands. It very nearly killed you the last time you faced it. This is the instinctual reaction. This is what every person wants to do after being hurt so badly. This is what every animal will do in this situation. It is the natural reaction. The second choice is to put the past pain aside, to know that you are more than you were then. The second choice is to accept that you are not a fixed point. To know that you are still growing in mind, body, and power. The true choice is to accept that you have far more power over your life and your future than you could have ever imagined. Choose to live not in fear of past failures but in the glory of learning from them and conquering that which defeated you in the past!”

Three sets of eyes all turned to Duke in wonder. They had never heard nor expected anything like that from the man who casually joked near constantly. This was different. This was leadership. Grat’s spine straightened. and his eyes turned hard and determined. He looked each companion in the eyes, finally returning his gaze to Duke. “I choose to conquer. I choose to make my own choices and not be held to the constraints of the past. My path is freedom!”

Duke felt the flare of his PURPOSE hot in his chest, the warmth suffusing his body and enhancing it. There was also an echoing of PURPOSE in both Grat and Elaine. They both smiled and Elaine likewise unclenched her arms and straightened up. Baslin, for his part, did not fully understand the circumstances but he could easily read the reactions. Pride swelled in his chest as he felt the energy of his companions grow.

Baslin grinned. “Shall we show these simple constructs that they can't stand between us and glory?”

“Let’s go!” Grat’s exclamation was suited to action as he hopped up onto the teleportation pad. The other three followed, practically glowing with power. The pad activated and they were elsewhere.

The intersection looked no different than last time but the true difference now was that they were ready for what was to come. Duke pointed down one corridor and pointed at himself. Elaine pointed down another and pointed at herself. Grat pointed down a third and pointed at himself. Baslin shrugged and pointed at the last corridor and then at himself. The other three all shook their heads and pointed at the floor. “You stay here for now and aid anyone who needs it. That path takes us to the boss and we’ll wait for that until after the giant constructs are dealt with.” Duke instructed.

“You could have said something, you know.” Baslin grumped while pointing in random directions while pulling a face. That got a chuckle out of the rest before they set to their paths.

Duke charged down his path, his hands wreathed by FORCE energy. He couldn’t remember when he had learned to hold the energy of an Ability in his hands but it was quickly becoming his favorite approach to fighting. This had absolutely nothing to do with his track record with handheld weapons. Definitely not. Fucking swords. The giant golem thundered down the hall to meet him and Duke engaged his favorite new Ability. He FLEW at the construct at full speed, slamming his heavily OVERCHANNELED, FORCE-enshrouded fists into its chest. He burst out the other side in a shower of sparks, gears, and shattered metal parts. The construct teetered for a moment before collapsing to the floor in a destroyed heap.

Elaine’s bear form had been growing the more she used it and the more she leveled the Ability. Her ability to fight in the form had likewise been increasing. Those two facts combined with the extensive recent practice with fighting constructs spelled doom to the giant golem she faced. She charged in, reared up to gain the attention of the construct, and slammed down to smash through its legs. It quickly unbalanced and toppled to the floor. She proceeded to tear pieces off it until it stopped moving. She turned and charged back to the intersection.

Grat strode down the passage, waiting for the giant construct. He proceeded himself with handfuls of seeds, tossing them as far down the hallway as he could manage. It did not take long before the giant golem appeared and began its charge towards Grat. His body wanted to turn and run, shivering with the remembered pain. His mind, however, was stronger. He stood, ironshod staff firmly planted on the floor as he focused. Every pounding step of the golem was faster than the last. The ground shook at its passage, dust filling the hall as it was shaken from the walls.

Duke, Elaine, and Baslin all stood in the intersection fighting against their instincts to leap in to help Grat in this fight, yet they all held steady. This was his demon to face. The golem was now mere steps away from Grat when he held a single hand upturned towards the golem as if reaching out to it. It crashed forward, thundering now that it had reached its full speed.

Duke took FLIGHT and prepared to meet the monstrous charge. Elaine transformed, pushing Duke higher from her greater bulk. Baslin prepared a spell of Annihilation. It was a mere two steps away when Grat finally acted.

Grat’s upheld hand clenched into a fist as he shouted a single command that echoed down the hall equally loud to the cacophony that the construct created in its charge. “GROW!” The golem stopped in mid-stride, frozen in its motion as plants sprouted from every joint and opening stopping every motion. It pitched forward, its individual motion stopped but overall momentum still intact. It was still going to land on top of him and crush him again!

Duke surged forward, gaining speed as fast as he could but not fast enough. Elaine launched her massive bear’s bulk, faster than any human, but still even slower than Duke’s flying. Baslin focused his spell, cursing at the added delay a spell of this power required. He knew he would not be in time.

With a tremendous creaking sound, the golem suddenly came to a halt inches from Grat and began to swing backwards, pulled by vines as massive as tree trunks. Duke crashed into the now retreating form of the golem a moment before Elaine leaped her bear form over her husband’s head also catching up to the golem – the golem that vanished into dust a second later.

Duke slammed into the wall at the end of the corridor. Elaine tumbled but was slowed by carefully grasping vines. Baslin began to chuckle at the sight.

Grat, for his part, seemed a bit crestfallen. “You know, after that big motivational speech, Duke, you could have trusted me to handle it. All of you could have. I had it beaten – and with style! But no, all three of you had to jump in and mess it all up!” He paused, then really looked down the corridor and saw Duke suspended by an ankle, upside down by a vine, and his wife likewise held. He tried to appear indignant but couldn’t hold his laughter as Baslin burst out behind him. He released the vines allowing the two to fall to the floor.

When they were all composed again and Duke’s REGENERATION had fixed him up from his “encounter” with the wall, they turned to the final corridor and the level boss. Elaine, Duke, and Grat all exchanged looks and nods. “Baslin, why don’t you take care of the boss this time. We’ll sit back and enjoy the show.” Duke smiled as he saw Baslin’s eyes light up at the suggestion.

Baslin grinned. “Oh yes! This is going to be fun.” He paused for a full minute, flipping through his spellbook trying to decide on the perfect spell to use.

“You know we have three more levels after this one, right? You’ll get the chance to use whatever spells you like as we continue. Just blast the thing with fire or ice or make it rust or melt or whatever. Just get on with it or we will go on while you sit here vapor locked.”

Baslin looked at Duke confusedly, shook his head, and muttered. “Damned idioms.” He then proceeded down the hall and on to the boss’s chamber. He strode in and cast a single spell at the boss before it could even move. “Decay!” Baslin announced forcefully.

The boss rapidly crumbled to pieces, falling apart across the floor. Then the pieces continued to fall apart into smaller and smaller pieces. In a matter of seconds, all that evidenced the boss’ existence was a scattering of orange-brown dust on the floor.

*** Congratulations! You have completed the second level of the Lake Front Dungeon. You have one hour to collect whatever loot you may find before you must decide whether to continue or to leave the dungeon. When this hour is up, you will be transported to a safe room where you may recover for up to one week before proceeding to the next level or departing the dungeon. Rewards will be distributed upon your decision. Dungeon restrictions have been temporarily lifted. ***

            

    
        Chapter 37

    
    
    
    
                The group quickly picked up the meager loot the boss left and headed into the portal back to the dungeon ready room. A single reward chest awaited them, and they all looked at each other. Normally, you would expect the looks to be over who gets to open the chest. In this case, it was quite the opposite.

Duke spoke first, “Baslin, why don’t you open the chest. You haven’t opened one yet.” Grat and Elaine quickly nodded in agreement. Baslin seemed confused.

“It’s almost like it is some sort of practical joke that I am not in on. What is amiss?” Baslin responded.

“Please open the chest. Please, please, please.” The disembodied voice of the dungeon, Sam implored. Baslin moved over to the chest and opened it. He harumphed and removed the two objects from within the chest.

“A picture frame and a gem. OK. I guess that is good since the level was not particularly difficult for us.” Baslin turned around showing everyone what he had found. The chest evaporated behind him. He took a moment to cast an Identify Spell on the two items.

*** You have found the Wonder Window. This enchanted frame will capture and hold one image for as long as the frame contains Mana. It can store up to 100 Mana and depletes it at a rate of one Mana per day. It can be recharged. The image can be changed as often as desired. ***

*** You have found a Gem of Verdantite. This enchanted gem accelerates the growth of all plants in its area by a factor of two when activated. This gem has 6 charges remaining. It can be recharged. ***

Baslin read the descriptions and handed the items to Elaine and Grat with a smile. “It seems that since you two did all the work on this last level, the rewards seem targeted towards you.”

Grat smiled as he read the gem’s description. “That’s a pretty good item for me. It’s not overly powerful but” He paused to affix the gem to the end of his staff in a spot that was not readily evident but seemed crafted for the gem. “This will fill this slot perfectly.”

“Didn’t you get that staff from the dungeon on this level last time?” Duke asked.

“I did, and they fit together perfectly as you can see. Almost as if they were meant to go together.” Grat responded but paused in confusion as both Duke and Baslin IDENTIFIED the staff.

***You have found the Verdant Staff. This is part of a set known as the Verdant Regalia. This staff accelerates the growth of all plants in a 10-meter radius by a factor of 10 when activated. The staff can do this 10 times daily without needing to be recharged. It will recharge itself with exposure to moonlight for an hour per charge. It can also be recharged directly. Combine the Verdant Staff with additional pieces of the Regalia to produce enhanced benefits. ***

“Set items! That’s sick!” Duke declared.

“Indeed. Sick.” Baslin replied, trying Duke’s latest idiom on for size. He found that he didn’t like it. “Causing plant growth is not sick, Duke. It is wonderous, bountiful, abundant, prolific even, but not sick.”

“Whatever, dude. Just a figure of speech. Not a big deal.” Duke groused.

“That is a great boon for you, my love.” Elaine finally looked up from the picture frame and showed it to Grat. It was an image of the two of them, both young. Grat not looking much different than he did now, but Elaine looking just as young. To say she was a natural beauty would be an understatement. Grat nearly dropped the staff when he saw the picture. Duke just whistled.

He clammed up when Elaine looked towards him in curiosity. “Nope. Nothing I say is going to keep me from getting in trouble. You two are a gorgeous couple.”

She started to say something, but Duke cut her off. “Hey, y’all I’m a bit tired. I’m going to call it a night and get some sleep. See you all in the morning, OK?”

“Um, sure, Duke. Get some rest.” Grat responded. Elaine just peered at Duke’s retreating back, her thoughts unknowable.

“That sounds like a great idea.” Baslin quickly retreated to his own room, leaving the couple alone. They headed off to their own room gazing at the image of the two of them together.

Duke closed the door behind him and sat on the bed with his back to the wall. Seeing Elaine so young in the picture and Grat young now was jarring. He worried that he had inadvertently sentenced the man to watch his love die of old age years before he got old himself. He knew that he had taken at least 30 years of aging away from Grat which was a great thing. But now, Grat was in his 20s and his wife was in her 50s. It hit him hard, and he didn’t know how to deal with it. He tried bargaining.

“Hey system dudes! Can you hear me? I hope you can. I know it was an awful lot to do what I did for Grat, to bring him some 30 years back of youth. I know there was a price to be paid there and I gladly paid it. What would it take to do the same for Elaine? Can you tell me? Can you, will you, actually help me?” It was a longshot but Duke decided he had to at least try. He stretched out and went to sleep.

He did have notifications when he awoke.

*** For completing the second level of the Lake Front Dungeon, you receive 10,000 experience. For defeating a Giant Red Dwarf Golem, you receive 1,300 experience. You are now level 5. You have 32 Characteristic points to spend.

You have advanced Abilities and Skills by a minor degree. Do you wish to see details (Y/N) ***

Duke indicated no and looked at his next notice anxiously noting that there was no indication of the typical conversational tone in the first message.

*** We have received your request. One of us was touched. Really. That one doesn’t say much though. More of a silent partner in your development. I am more, shall we say, involved. I denied your request outright but the other one decided to give you a chance to earn the boon you asked for.

When you run through the fifth and final level of this dungeon, it will be against its maximum level. If you can defeat the level boss without any aid whatsoever from your companions, we will grant you this boon. You may not speak of this bargain or in any other way communicate it. Should you do so, not only will the boon not be granted, you will suffer a significant penalty. ***

Duke left the room soon after that message and went to join the others in the common area. Strangely, none of the others seemed to be up and about. He was both excited and concerned by the deal he just forced himself into. True, he requested help, but he didn’t agree to the terms – they were just dictated to him. That rankled him. He left the common area for the training zone to burn off some steam.

He decided to try something he had no idea whether it would work or not but was stoked to try. He activated REMOTE CASTING, CLARIVOYANCE, and LIGHT all at once. He was trying to hit a target behind an obstacle that he could not see around. The first seven times he tried it, he failed miserably. But on the eighth attempt it worked – he discovered that he had to order the spells perfectly with CLARIVOYANCE first, followed by REMOTE CASTING, and finally LIGHT. As he thought about it, the order made sense. See your target, aim for your target, strike your target. H smiled and practiced the combination for two hours with various spells in place of LIGHT as his time went on.

“That is a clever application of magic. I’m impressed by your continued growth, Duke.” Baslin had come out to join him. For how long he had been watching, Duke was unclear. Not that it mattered to Duke, he wasn’t hiding his magic Abilities from the Archmage.

“Thanks. It was something that I thought of from my past life.” Duke paused, chuckling to himself.

“Something funny?” Baslin asked.

“Yeah. Back home we used to refer to something you did while working a former job as something you did in your past life. It was a vague nod to some religious beliefs in reincarnation and people being able to see things that happened in their ‘past lives’. I don’t think anyone really believed any of it but after all I’ve seen on this world, I just don’t know. Anyway, I was amused that I really do have a past life now.”

“Indeed, you do. But we should keep that between the four. Well, five of us with Gefolich also knowing. You don’t want anyone taking advantage of that knowledge. I am unsure how they could, but although I may be one of the most learned wizards on Teldin, I am very far from being the most wily. So what was this from your past life that inspired you?”

“I was a fighter pilot. I know that means nothing to you but let me try and explain. Imagine a construct that could fly extremely fast and was armed with a bunch of long-range weapons. And by long-range, I am talking over one hundred kilometers in the upper range. I also had bombs I could drop on targets from kilometers above. We also had technology that allowed us to see through things like clouds and, in some cases, buildings. We had tech that could see something from orbit and feed the information to a pilot quite a distance away. And with that targeting info, I could strike a target so far away they would never know what hit them. Death from above we often called it. No warning, just an earth-shattering explosion.”

Baslin looked shaken. “And this was your life?”

“Yes, but most of my career was spent just being an active threat, not actually having to act. Until the end. This last year, things had gone to shit. Fighting broke out on several fronts, and I was in the shit more often than I care to remember.” Duke got a far-off, haunted look as he recounted.

“This may sound like a strange or possibly offensive question. It is not intended to be. Were you any good at it?” Baslin asked, trying to soften his tone.

Duke laughed. “Yeah. I was one of the best and have the triple-aces to prove it. And then I got too arrogant and wound up here. Still, I’m certain I saved Coltrane, and he was able to get away, so it was worth it. It was my fault that we got so far in over our heads anyway.”

Baslin noted Duke’s mood shift downward and tried to turn it around. “So, what you are trying to do with your abilities is to duplicate that capability? To be able to strike from afar?”

“Exactly. If I can strike a foe without them being able to engage me, I’ve won.” Duke did perk up a bit at that.

“Not very sportsman like, is it?” Baslin asked.

“Should it be? Why should I let someone close on me with a sword so they can run me through when I can eliminate their threat before they even begin their charge?”

“You finally are grasping the true advantages of Magic. Maybe you’ll stop punching things now? Or trying to swing a pointy hunk of metal at them?” Baslin added sarcastically.

“Ouch. That hits a bit close to home. But you are partially right. I am expanding my magical capabilities, but I absolutely do not want to limit myself. For most people, their Class defines a lot of who they are. For me, it’s a moot point. I have no Class and I will be the one to define who I am. But yeah, swinging swords just doesn’t seem to be my thing.”

“It most definitely isn’t.” A new voice joined them. Grat smiled as he and Elaine stepped up to the chatting pair. “Then again, I’m not nearly as good with this staff as I should be either. All of this leads to the big question – do we stay and train for a bit or venture on to the third dungeon level?”

“The third level is similar to the first level.” Duke started. “Instead of ferrets, it’s prairie dogs. But this time, they have magical sonic attacks, and the boss is…was hard to deal with. I think the four of us could handle it pretty easily. The thing to really think about is that the fourth level is going to be set at the maximum difficulty. Spending the full week we have here training up is probably smart. And spending the week after this next floor training is going to be needed too. I want to run to the end, but I want all of us to make it to the end.”

“Did you say magic sonic attacks?” Baslin asked.

“Yeah, they knocked me on my ass repeatedly. Won’t be as powerful this run-through but yeah.” Duke acknowledged.

“Silence spell.” Baslin smiled as he spoke. “Learn it. Practice it. Put it into your combo.” Baslin chuckled.

Duke smiled and accepted the spellbook that had just been created from a torn page of Baslin’s spellbook. They all proceeded to practice for the next week, making small, but steady gains in Skills, Spells, and Abilities. There was no substitute for actual combat experience but there were still gains earned across the group before they left for the third dungeon level.
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                The third dungeon level greeted them quietly as was usual for all the level starts. Duke took a careful look at the level to see if he noticed any changes since the last run. He was relieved to see that he didn’t see any. Baslin gave him a “go ahead” nod and Duke tried his new Ability combo.

He activated the now well-practiced combo aimed into the nearest hole. His flash of CLARIVOYANCE showed the prairie dog’ confused reaction to the SILENCE Ability and the complete lack of sound coming from the hole told them that it was successful. Duke did the same on the next three nearest holes before they set out, rushing for the first hole.

When they reached it, the prairie dog was completely caught by surprise, not having heard them approach. The impact of Elaine’s paw was a disconcerting contrast of action, violence, and silence. Despite her strength, the prairie dog was much tougher than the base opponents on the previous two levels and managed to bite Elaine’s paw before her second strike killed it.

They turned to move on to the next hole to discover that somehow the entire colony had been alerted. Prairie dogs started pouring out of holes all over the area, charging the group.

“Plan B?” Grat asked.

“We had a plan B?” Duke responded.

“We do now.” Baslin added. “Blast them all!” He began the gestures for his spell.

Duke launched a strong arc of LIGHTNING at the closest group, causing the oddest crack of thunder as it echoed from some areas but not the others that were covered by SILENCE. Many prairie dogs that were struck collapsed, dead. A number more were stunned by the blast yet still dozens of them boiled out of the holes coming for the group.

Grat called the vegetation to action, gripping his staff in both hands and channeling his Spell through it. Vines burst from the ground to snare prairie dogs.

Elaine stood firm waiting to take the charge of the beasts, muttering something under her breath even in bear form.

Baslin finally completed his Spell as the lead prairie dogs got close. The ground trembled and fractured into hundreds of fissures radiating outward from the group. From each fracture, stone hands shot out to grab prairie dogs and drag them yipping into the fissures. In moments, the entire horde had disappeared into the ground, and the fissures began closing with a wet crunch.

Duke, Elaine, and Grat all stared at Baslin, mouths agape. He looked back quizzically. “Is there something on my face?”

“You just casually wiped out the entire horde with a single spell.” Duke said.

“Well, not the entire horde. Not really. You killed some too. And Elaine got one to start us off. And I’m fairly certain that Grat had strangled a few as well.” Baslin clarified. “Besides, I doubt that was all of them. The way Duke described the boss fight, there should be some left around here somewhere.”

Duke asked, “Is that the first time you have been able to cast a spell like that since being stuck in the tower?”

“Yes. It is the first time I have been able to really cut loose and just cast something fun. And with these being dungeon creatures, I can truly cast without concern for collateral damage. This is my new favorite place in the whole world.” Baslin beamed with joy.

"That was you having fun?” Elaine asked incredulously.

“Oh yes. That was so fulfilling. I can’t wait for the harder levels to come. Oh, the spells I can cast!”

Baslin’s joyous outburst was interrupted by the hum and whirl that Duke had described as the boss with its companions. The four of them looked at each other and ran forward to engage the boss, having all been infected with Baslin’s enthusiasm.

They charged through the area to see the swirling mass of prairie dogs taking flight. The sonic blasts were coming out of the ball of beasts randomly, some heading off into the distance to eventually fade away while others struck the ground tearing up patches of earth. The group did not pay much heed to the blasts until they got relatively close to the now flying dogpile.

Duke took flight shouting, “Let me hit it first. I’ll silence the whole thing!” He did not wait for a response as he flew straight at the boss and activated SILENCE. His Ability did nothing but make the magic shield flare in defiance. He dodged the few sonic blasts that came his way and reset his focus. OK, forgot about the shield. Let’s see if it can handle it if I really pump Mana into the Ability.

Duke flew around the boss, keeping it distracted as the rest of the team got into position below. He really didn’t know what their plan was, but he was flying, and every other concern faded before the feeling for him. He focused and poured a full 10,000 Mana into his SILENCE ability. The shield flared again and winked out followed by an absolute silence spreading across the entire battlefield.

The boss was suddenly exposed and falling along with all its companion prairie dogs. Baslin was angrily gesturing up at Duke and both Elaine and Grat were simply staring at him. Duke was greeted with a message:

***You have been silenced! No sound will be generated by any of your actions for the next 260 seconds. You cannot use Spells or Abilities that require verbal components during this time. ***

The message was accompanied by a countdown timer in the corner of his vision with a symbol that looked like someone holding their index finger vertically to their lips in the universal symbol for “shush”. Duke marveled at the situation and quickly realized why Baslin seemed to be so angry. Everyone had been silenced by the overcharged Ability.

Duke silently mouthed, “Sorry about that. Put too much Mana into it.” Well, he tried to shout it, but that didn’t quite work out. In the meantime, the prairie dogs and boss slammed into the ground hard enough to cause it all to shake. Grat lost his footing and flung his staff away in his instinctual panic. Elaine’s paw stopped him from falling over completely. She was on all four paws when the impact shockwave hit and had easily maintained her balance. He nodded at her in thanks and went to retrieve his staff.

Of the remaining foes, only the boss remained moving, and it was moving slowly. Its left forepaw was clearly broken, and it had sustained other injuries in the fall. Still, it limped towards the group silently chittering at them in fury.

Baslin nodded towards Elaine, and she smiled in return. She dropped down to all fours and charged headlong towards the boss, meeting its stumbling charge with claws and fangs. The fight didn’t last long. The injured boss was too slow for Elaine, and she was too fierce for it to keep up with. In less than a minute, the fight was over. It still took nearly another minute for the SILENCE effect to wear off.

Duke landed to join the rest of the group smiling sheepishly. “Heh. I silenced them.”

How much Mana did you pour into that Ability?” Baslin asked. Duke could hear the “leadingness” of the question as he shrugged and answered.

“Well, the first shot just bounced off the magic shield so I had to pour more into it to make sure it would penetrate.”

“How much Mana did your pour into that Ability?” Baslin repeated his question.

“About 10,000 extra Mana.” Duke answered with a wince.

“Seem like a bit much?” Baslin continued.

“It does now.” Duke responded.

“Remember that for the future. Imagine if that was one of your destructive Abilities like LIGHTNING. That could have arced all over the place and come down on us all. Just because you can pour that much Mana into an Ability, it doesn’t seem like a good idea to do so in other than dire circumstances. You agree?”

“Yeah. I get it. I keep forgetting how much of a boost I got when I Tiered up.” Duke shook his head as he realized how close he came to actually using LIGHTING with such a large Mana boost on the boss.

“Can we get on with looting and leaving the level?” Elaine asked. Everyone else agreed and they proceeded to do just that.

They quickly found themselves back elsewhere, in the ready room. The consensus of the group was that since they ran thought the third level so quickly, they really needed to take their time and train up before taking on a maxed-out fourth level. That, and they were all hungry – it was dinnertime!

Their dinner meal was spent talking a bit more seriously about strategy after Duke reinforced his caution about the upcoming two levels and just how hard that he expected them to be. “Remember, the third level that I faced alone had those things all over level 150. Nothing we have faced together has been anywhere near that high. I think the prairie dogs were more in the level 60 range in this past level. When we hit the fourth level, we should be ready to face level 200 base creatures and who know what level the boss will be.”

Baslin continued Duke’s thoughts, “The boss is likely to be at least a Tier 6 boss with extra abilities that are hard to deal with. What Duke hit us all with in there.” He paused to give Duke a long look which elicited a shoulder-scrunched “sorry” out of Duke. “The silence showed at least me one vulnerability. Without being able to cast my Spells, I am not useless in combat, but certainly more of a liability than an asset. We need to practice reducing our similar vulnerabilities. I was never a pure combat-mage. I have always been primarily an academic, but I am having so much fun running this dungeon that I can see the appeal of the combat-focus. Anyway, I stray. Here’s what I propose we practice on.”

Baslin laid out his training plan for the group and, after several changes with others’ input, they set to it. Much of the rest of the day was spent working together to overcome groups of training constructs. The team was getting closer and learning how to fight alongside each other with a growing sense of cohesiveness. This feeling carried through dinner and when they broke for the night.

Duke was excited to see what gains he received so forced himself to get to sleep quicky – an ability developed through years of military discipline. His dreams were filled with altered memories of air combat. The primary alteration was that he was flying without a jet in most of them. He was still launching missiles and using guns so that struck him as weird dream stuff. He awoke eager to read his messages.

*** You had quite the day, didn’t you? Your little group is getting quite good at this. Do you think it will be enough when you face an entire kingdom? We shall see, little mortal. We shall see.

You killed a few things and completed another repeated dungeon level. Boring. Take your experience and do something with it.

You gain a total of 26,254 experience. You are now level 8 and have 59 Characteristic points to spend.

Having shown previous proficiency in the Skill, you have been granted the Skill Aerial Maneuvering at Novice 10.

A number of your Abilities have also increased. Do you wish to see the changes in detail? (Y/N) ***

Duke declined the detailed information. He could tell that none of his Abilities had increased in rank but he knew he was getting close with a few. The most important Ability to him that was close was TELEPORTATION. It was sitting at Practiced 72. With 8 more levels in it, he could advance it to Adept. He was sure there would be interesting developments in the Ability at that rank. He resolved to train it heavily and see if he could get it there before they left for the fourth dungeon level.

He joined the rest of the crew for breakfast and then proceeded on to the training area. This was to be a week of no shortcuts and very high-intensity training. No one was willing to admit it, but they all were worried about what the fourth level would be like. Duke alone knew how vast a difference the levels were when they had reached their maximum age and level when compared to the easy runs they have had since. And even on one of the easy runs, they quite nearly lost Grat.

Duke considered all this as he spent his Characteristic points. Now that he was in the second tier, he was receiving a monstrous nine points per level and the levels were coming quickly. He had spent heavily on his Agility and Psyche so far and from how he fought, that made sense to him. The one thing he was concerned about was his reaction speed. He had the Agility to move quickly but if he didn’t recognize a threat until it was too late, that high Agility would not help him any. He poured a full 50 points into Intuition. Not really sure where to go next, he split his remaining 9 points between Strength and Endurance bringing both up to 60. He looked at the 43 Reason lagging the rest of his scores and shrugged. That was never his strong point. Instincts and common sense, sure. Book-smart? Not his thing. But spellbooks, that was something else entirely. Need more of those.

After the full week of training, they all saw significant gains. Duke managed to rank FORCE DART, POISON DART, CLEANSE and FLIGHT all to the Initiate rank. He was disappointed that he wasn’t able to get TELEPORT beyond level 77, but it was close now. He was sure it would rank up after completing the next dungeon level.

They all stood before the portal ready to enter the fourth level. Sam’s insistent reminding of their “enter the level or leave the dungeon” countdown was the final push for the group. They entered the fourth level.
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                They emerged onto a flat and dusty area. There was light coming from an indistinct source, but it was enough to see by. The first thing that they noticed besides the dimness of the light was that everything looked to be in darker tones. There were occasional rocky outcroppings dotting the landscape and they appeared to be on some sort of rise, the end of a valley as it turned out. They could see for quite a distance and for all that they could see it appeared to be a twilight desert. A bit more than a hundred meters below them, the rock outcroppings nearly blocked off the valley, leaving a three-meter-wide passage into the wider valley.

Baslin was the first to speak. “Umbral light.”

“Like those Umbral Goblins from the forest?” Duke asked.

“Yes, but it would appear that we are on their side of the gate this time.” Baslin clarified.

“That’s great and all, but what is the challenge? What do we have to fight?” Grat asked.

The other three turned to look at him fiercely. “What?” He asked. The stares turned fiercer when the system notice appeared.

*** You have two paths. One, you can return here and escape the level. Two, you can extinguish the beacon and finish the level. ***

When they finished reading the prompt, a crimson beam lanced up from the landscape ahead. It appeared to be kilometers away from them and shadows could be seen crossing in front of it in the air.

“This will be easy. I’ll just TELEPORT over and snuff out the beacon. No worries.” Duke offered.

“Do you really think it will be that easy?” Grat asked.

“It won’t.” Baslin offered. “But if Duke wants to TELEPORT there and back quickly, it would give us an idea of what we are facing.”

He had barely finished speaking when Duke disappeared and reappeared a few seconds later. He was holding a skeletal arm that was draped across his back. He quickly tossed it away with a small yelp.

“Undead, I assume?” Baslin surmised.

“Lots of them. Like thousands of them.” Duke agreed.

“OK, are they coming from the beacon or heading towards it?” Baslin asked for clarification.

“I couldn’t tell. They were swarming all over the area. There was definitely a mass of undead all over the beacon area and there were more headed in its direction so it might be a bit of both.” Duke related.

“I expect they are all going to swarm the beacon until something takes command of the horde. Are you all ready for this?” Baslin looked each member of the group in the eye. “We don’t have to do this.”

“I’m doing this.” Duke responded firmly.

“Duke’s cause is our cause. We continue.” Elaine added.

Grat nodded along. “It’s just some undead. Don’t let them swarm us and we’ll be able to handle it.”

With nods all around, they waited for Baslin to set up a beacon of his own to lead them back if things really went sideways. Then they proceeded down into the dark desert valley, hunting undead.

The terrain wasn’t difficult to walk on. The ground, although littered with dark rocks and boulders, was solid underfoot and crunched slightly with each step. Stealth would not be their strategy. Especially when undead started stumbling out of the valley towards them. The undead mostly consisted of skeletons and zombies. Since they shambled so slowly, Duke took a moment to IDENTIFY one to see what they were up against.

*** You have encountered an Umbral Zombie

Level: 213

Health: 12,162

***

Duke blinked at the information, stunned by the numbers. “We have a problem. That simple zombie is level 213 with over 12,000 Health.”

“By the silent god, that’s…that’s impossible.” Grat responded.

“How do we fight something like that – like all of them?” Elaine added.

“They are slow and probably don’t hit hard for their level, but still, their level is a significant concern. We will need to conserve resources. If we are to survive this, we are in for a long slog. If things get to be too much, we will retreat to the entrance and see if we can figure a plan out.” Duke felt his voice of command slipping out and taking over. It’s what always happened in a dogfight and had become something his squadron had counted on. Clear commands delivered without hesitation made for rapid response to unfolding situations – and higher pilot survival rates.

Baslin began casting a Spell and judging by the amount of lag, it was going to be a big one. Duke continued taking over the lead. “I will handle the front-line fighting. Grat and Elaine you keep them from flanking me but don’t engage deeply into their numbers. Baslin, I hope that is some massive buff you are working on there.”

Baslin smiled in response while Duke charged forward, his hands glowing with bright white LIGHT. He could channel enormous amounts of Mana into his hands without releasing it. He was not sure how it worked, but it added damage and effects to his strikes without using much Mana. Right now, he was channeling 150 Mana a second which was just below his regen rate. He sincerely hoped it would be enough.

Duke didn’t hesitate to lay into the first undead that he reached – a skeleton in this case. He punched it right in the skull, wondering how hard he hit now. There was a bright flash when he struck that radiated down the entire skeleton. In an instant, the dark bones charred over, becoming even darker and brittle. Yet, still, the skeleton attacked, unperturbed. Duke blocked the skeleton’s sword blow at the wrist, noting how little power the blow had behind it. He was unsure whether his own Ability had weakened it or if this was its normal strength. Either way, he smashed his other fist into its ribcage, shattering the bones there with another flash. The skeleton collapsed into ash.

He had little time to celebrate his victory as the bulk of the approaching group was now upon him. They shuffled forward almost as a single mass of limbs and bodies, uncoordinated but with a single will focused on reaching Duke and tearing him apart. Duke, of course, did not agree with their plans. Instead, he tore into the undead attempting to surround him with Grat and Ealine adding their own efforts to fight back the horde.

It was taking Duke two empowered blows to take out each of the undead and it was taking longer for even Elaine to tear through them. They were being pressed back and the injuries, although minor, were starting to add up. Duke was considering unleashing a LIGHT blast with his latest backstep when Baslin finally finished casting his Spell.

*** You have been affected by Supreme Light Infusion. You will have the following affects for the next two hours:

All damage to dark-or death-aligned or undead creatures is increased by 100%

All damage received from dark-or death-aligned or undead creatures is reduced by 50%

All healing is twice as effective on you.

You are surrounded by a Life Aura. Contact with your aura by dark or death-aligned creatures will harm them.

***

“Hells yeah! Nice one Baslin. Time to cut through the horde!” Duke matched his enthusiasm with renewed attacks on the undead around them. With the Life Aura, Duke was able to one-shot the skeletons and zombies while the aura itself made them shy away from the group. “Come to us, Baslin. We are going to push our way through the horde. I’m not standing here and waiting for something nastier to show up. We have a beacon to destroy!”

Duke surged forward, slamming his glowing fists into the teeming horde. Each strike sent an undead flying as it burnt to ash from the LIGHT and Life Infusion. The group moved with him. Grat had taken position behind and slightly to the left of Duke’s shoulder while Elaine had taken position behind and slightly to the right. Baslin took up the rear. Each was using their Life Infusion differently, but all were tearing their way through the undead. Zombies and skeletons were destroyed by the score, but there were always more.

Slowly, they pushed their way through the skeletons and zombies. As they continued, a pattern in their fighting emerged. Duke would push the group forward with blows knocking the undead back allowing them to step into the gap he made while Grat and Elaine did their best to keep the horde from pressuring their flanks too badly. Baslin would send out jets of white fire to the sides and rear to clear as many as he could with lower Mana expenditure. When the pressure became too great either Duke, Baslin, or more frequently both would clear their immediate surroundings with strong bursts of magic.

As they advanced with agonizing slowness, it became clear that they were outclassed by the sheer number and individual toughness of the horde. Duke voiced his concern. “These are the trash mobs and we are hard-pressed already with the sheer volume of them. Individually, they are not that tough, but as a whole there’s just too many of them to handle.”

“Do you have another plan?” Grat asked, panting from his sustained efforts to keep the undead off of their flank.

“Not a good one.” Duke admitted.

“Should we turn back?” Elanie growled.

“That might be wise.” Baslin agreed.

“I don’t want to go back if we won’t be able to get back in here. Sam, can you tell us if we can return to this level if we take the exit back to safety?” Duke didn’t want to leave, but he could tell that both Grat and Elaine were flagging and Baslin’s spells seemed either too slow to cast which left him vulnerable for too long or were low-level which were effective but in a far more limited scope.

To the entire group’s delight, Sam answered. “I can tell you this: You may exit and return to this level as many times as it takes for you to finish it. But each time you leave, the level will increase its difficulty.”

“For fuck’s sake, you gotta be kidding me.” Duke cursed the situation.

“I assure you, there is no jest involved.” Sam replied. “This level has not been completed in the last ninety-four attempts. You do not want to see what happens when the attempt counter hits one hundred.”

“How do you want to handle it, Duke? I can clear the field with some large spells but they are slow to cast and I get the impression there are more undead being generated continuously.” Baslin asked.

“Shit. That didn’t even occur to me. OK, here’s what we’re going to do. Baslin, clear the undead out behind us and then we’ll head back to the entrance. Once there, we’ll hold them off for as long as we reasonably can before another field-clearing spell and then exit. Elaine, cover Baslin while he prepares his spell. Grat, kick off the mass vine crowd-control spell to keep them off her flank.” Duke laid the plan out. The rest executed without hesitation.

Elaine covered the rear while Baslin cast his spell. It took him a full minute to cast but once cast, a roiling cloud of burning ash erupted from his hands, flowing over the undead and burning them to cinders. The cloud spread out, away from the group and encompassed the entire area back to the entrance and then continued to expand out to the sides. Before the cloud had finished, it had killed hundreds of the undead.

As the crowd ran back towards then entrance Grat asked, “Couldn’t you have opened with that spell?”

“That’s a Tier Seven Spell. I can only cast it once a day. I didn’t want to use it too early if we needed it later.” Baslin relied calmly.

“But still…damn.” Grat responded.

“Agreed.” Duke added. “Now, we hold them off as long as we can. Can you renew the Light buff, Baslin?”

“I can. It will take another half-minute but sure thing.” Baslin began casting.

“Why are we still standing here waiting for the horde to come at us again?” Elaine asked having taken her human form to rest and recover.

“These things are somewhere around level 170. I can’t calculate the amount of experience we’re going to get from them but it’s going to be an awful lot. With that experience, comes levels. I am hoping it’s going to be enough to get me at least close to Tier 3. You both should hit Tier 2 at least. Baslin, well, you might even get a level. I really don’t know what Tier you are, but it’s got to be up there.” Duke explained.

“So, we come back stronger. Excellent premise, Duke. I am a Tier 8, if it really matters that much to you.” Baslin smirked at the looks of wonder he received at that revelation. “Grand Archmage, remember?”

“Why don’t you just kill the entire level then?” Elaine asked.

“Academic Grand Archmage.” Baslin responded more chagrined. He finished casting his buff spell shortly before more skeletons and zombies began to choke the passage below.

Duke TELEPORTED forward to keep them contained with Grat and Elaine trailing on foot. With the blessing renewed, he was able to fight the horde to a standstill. A moment of distraction when the couple arrived cost him a nasty gash on his right arm, rending a sizable tear in his armor and slowing down his strikes as the torn pieces kept getting caught on everything. His REGENERATION quickly went to work healing him as it had done countless times today, but his arm kept getting tangled up. He was slowing down.

In frustration at the nonsensical situation, he activated RESTORE to repair his armor and regain his mobility. The Ability flashed over his immediate area, covering a 5-meter radius around him. His armor was restored, Grat’s gear was similarly restored. What Duke had not expected was for his Ability to work on the undead around him. In an instant, tattered clothes, fragments of armor, pitted and rusted weapons, and undead flesh all repaired themselves. Where scraps of tattered mail shirts had been, now shining full shirts of mail were in place. Dented and rusted shields were now whole and wielded by strong arms. Several gleaming swords now flashed in the dim light of the Umbra.

Muscles and skin nearly instantly restored themselves, covering the skeletons anew. Likewise, the zombies’ decay vanished. He was left facing well-equipped and restored soldiers. The horde of undead even paused, confused as the new soldiers saluted Duke with their weapons and turned on the undead horde, joining the fight on Duke’s side. Duke and his companions stepped back, amazed at the sight.

“That’s not how that Ability is supposed to work.” Duke remarked in wonder.

“That changes things.” Baslin added.

“Quite literally.” Elaine quipped.

“How long do you think they will last?” Grat asked, still watching the fight.

The new soldiers tore into the undead without hesitation, cutting them down with gleaming blades and absorbing blows with polished shields and armor. They fought furiously but it was a matter of a minute before the soldiers were overwhelmed by the horde and collapsed under their weight.

“Long enough. Duke, do it again!” Elaine implored.

Duke obliged, activating his Master-ranked Ability yet again. Zombies and skeletons returned to living soldiers all around them. Like the last bunch, they turned on the undead attacking fiercely. Duke stepped up, right behind his new front line and activated RESTORE again. His forces grew. His companions cheered.

“That is a creative solution, if I ever saw one.” Baslin smiled as he joined up with the group in the growing pocket of soldiers taking the brunt of the undead assault. “I really thought exiting and coming back was our best choice, but this might just work. How Mana-intensive is that Ability, Duke?

“It costs a bit over 200 Mana at baseline. I regen about 160 a second so I can keep using it for an awfully long time.” Duke smiled at the thought. “I wonder what would happen if I pour more Mana into it.”

“Be careful, Duke. Right now, it’s working well. The soldiers on our side are growing more numerous faster than the undead can take them down. But don’t expect that to last. We should still keep the escape contingency ready if things go wrong.” Baslin admonished.

They pressed on, growing their army as they collectively pushed deeper and deeper into undead territory. Eventually, the group of soldiers, now in the hundreds, were forming actual ranks with a gap between them to allow Duke access to the front line and more undead to convert.

Duke was surprised when he was struck by a javelin that he did not see coming. It penetrated straight through his armor, his chest, out the back of his armor, and pinned him to the ground behind him. The pain flashed throughout his body as the javelin twisted from his bodyweight. Duke reflexively TELEPORTED it out of his body and painfully climbed back to his feet to see a four-meter tall skeleton pulling another javelin from a quiver of sorts. Duke activated IDENTIFY.

***You have encountered a Skeleton Javelineer. This creature is an officer within the undead army and is quite capable of independent thought and action. Other undead are bolstered in its presence.

Level: 220

Health: 20,455

***

Duke pushed forward, past his line of soldiers and activated his RESTORE ability with an extra 500 Mana. The radius of converted undead changed from 5 meters to a full 25 meters. This was enough to catch the Javelineer in the radius.

The results didn’t disappoint. The officer, now restored to his half-giant form saluted Duke with a javelin and started shouting orders to the soldiers around him. “Form ranks! Shields! Now press!” The soldiers responded and seemed to fight even harder than they had before.

Once the troops had engaged the undead, the Javelineer moved through the troops and came up to Duke. “Greetings, my Lord. Captain Slevin reporting for duty.” Duke stared back, dumbfounded for a moment.

“He’s no Lord, that’s Duke.” Elaine interrupted, barely suppressing a grin.

“Your Grace, I meant no offense. I simply did not know. We are yours to command. I have our men engaging the undead, but is there aught more that we should be driving towards?” His voice was clear but seemed to be too small and child-like for his size. Duke suppressed a chuckle.

“Our goal is to seize and destroy the giant red beacon.” Duke pointed the way. The half-giant nodded and urged the soldiers forward. The undead were unbowed and continued to press from all directions. Duke repeatedly used RESTORE to bolster their ranks, but the undead horde seemed endless. They were still able to press their way through the horde, but the pressure was mounting despite Duke adding more soldiers regularly.

“Why aren’t we making any headway?” Grat asked.

“I’m converting soldiers as fast as I can without spending tons of Mana.” Duke replied.

“We are gaining soldiers faster than we are losing them.” Baslin observed. “That’s not the issue.”

“Then what is it?” Elaine responded as she reached over a soldier’s head to slap a zombie away that had climbed onto the back of another. The group looked at each other but no one had a suggestion.

“They must be spawning faster than we can convert or kill them.” Baslin posited. “I can pull out some more big spells, but most are once-a-day so it would leave us no route to retreat through.”

“Yeah, let’s not do that.” Duke replied. “Can you all hold the undead back for a few minutes? I’d like to get some aerial reconnaissance in.”

“We’ll handle it. Go find out what’s going on.” Elaine answered as she moved closer to the front line to support the soldiers.

Duke unleashed a massive RESTORE and then took to the air.
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                As Duke rose above the fray, he could see just how far the undead horde spread out – it was a mass kilometers-long and filled the entire valley ahead of them. The horde spilled out over the far end of the valley, beginning to fill the relatively open area containing the beacon. He rose higher to get a good look at the flow of things.

He heard the flap of wings a moment before he was attacked. The momentary warning was enough as Duke’s dogfighting instincts took over. He instantly dove and twisted around to see the winged beast slash through the area where he had been a second sooner. The creature had batlike, leathery wings and was vaguely human-shaped. The more he looked at it as it flapped away, it looked like some soft of man/bat cross of creatures.

The creature banked and started back towards Duke attempting to swipe at him again. Duke met it with a beam of LIGHT and an IDENTIFY.

*** You have encountered a Lesser Vampire. This is the minion of a Greater Vampire and does not have full control over its own actions. It is nonetheless a deadly opponent.

Level: 235

Health: 29,352

Mana: 8,210

***

The LIGHT beam struck the Lesser Vampire in the wing, burning a hole straight through. The creature shrieked in pain and turned its head to stare at Duke. Their eyes met and he felt something. He blinked and the feeling passed. Whatever it was, Duke did not like the sensation. He pumped more Mana into LIGHT and tried to hit the thing center-mass. He missed his target slightly high and burned clean through its neck. The head and body tumbled separately towards the ground.

As Duke watched the body tumble, he noticed something about the horde that he hadn’t noticed before. The skeletons and zombies seemed to be coming from separate locations and gathering together to attack. He spotted a dozen of each location scattered along the edges of the valley.

When he approached to land back with the group, he could see that they were starting to run low on soldiers to fight off the horde. He pushed himself back into the air and ringed the group with empowered RESTORES to refill their ranks. The half-giant saluted and remaining soldiers cheered as their ranks were filled back up.

“OK, here’s the situation. I counted about 12 undead generators on each side of the valley. Those are what are filling the horde. If we can take those out, I can convert the rest of the horde and we might just have a chance to finish this off in one go. Or we can retreat, lick our wounds, and train up to maybe take it in one go next time.” Duke laid the options before the team. He knew what he wanted to do but he was not sure what state the others were in currently.

Elaine, as was often the case, was the first to speak. “I am exhausted. Even the rest while the soldiers took over has not been enough to refresh me. I am loathe to say it, but I think we should go to the exit and come back here rested and stronger.”

Grat knew better than to counter his wife and simply nodded in agreement. Baslin nodded as well. “I still have plenty of Mana and spells left but exhaustion will set in before we reach the beacon. I expect we will run into much greater threats once we get out of this valley and I would have us all be fresh if we do so.”

Duke understood their exhaustion. Physically, he was ready to go, which he attributed to being a factor of his REGENERATION. Mentally, he was feeling the strain. He could continue for sure, but to do so would add additional risk to his friends. It was a risk he had taken in the past and was indeed willing to take this time. In the end, he did not want to overrule the entire group – he would never forgive himself if one were to fall from his arrogance.

“OK, let’s head back and go rest up. At least we now know what to expect and how to fight it best. I’m going to create a corridor of soldiers back to the exit. That should make it easier for us to get there.” With that, Duke took to the air and carved a path of empowered RESTORES all the way back to the exit. He created a second path on the way back to the team to make sure the way would stay clear.

“Path is clear. Let’s hightail it back.”

“High tail?” Grat asked.

All four responded in chorus with a smile, “Fucking idioms!” They laughed as they turned tail and ran back to the exit. The path largely remained clear for them. There were a few spots where the undead had overwhelmed the soldiers but a few quick RESTORES and the path opened back up for them. They reached the exit, and all filtered through.

*** You have left the fourth floor of the Lake Front Dungeon without completing it. Should you return, you will find its denizens stronger than previously. You have one week to return to the fourth floor before being forced to exit the dungeon and restart back at the first floor. ***

The group gathered in the common room around the table to discuss strategy for their next run and the training time they had this week. Baslin decided to sequester himself for the week in his room. When pressed he only said that he “had something to work on”. The remaining three decided to leave it alone and work together to solve the level.

They spent several hours discussing tactics and how best to use their abilities and resources in the upcoming conflict. The group kept coming back to a common theme – destroy the undead generators and convert as many undead to soldiers as they could. The heated debate came down to whether it made sense to destroy all but one of the generators and use the remaining one to convert countless soldiers into an army that could sweep the whole level. Duke loved the idea, but Grat said it felt like cheating and the dungeon would respond negatively in some way. Eventually, they had dinner and headed off to bed.

Duke was so eager to see his gains from the high-level undead that he just threw himself into his bed and closed his eyes. He did not know how long it took for him to fall asleep but judging by how fast his mind had been spinning, it had been quite a while. He did wake up to his system messages and they did not disappoint.

*** Congratulations. You have performed some remarkable feats, and you will be rewarded. We are well entertained by your exploits and smile upon you.

You accomplished a feat that few in the entire cosmos could claim. For defeating thousands of undead of various levels that far exceeded your own, you receive 3,740,814 experience points. This brings you up to level 86 and leaves you with 702 Characteristic Points to spend! You are gaining power at a rate far beyond that which we had predicted, and this is truly exciting!

You Abilities and Skills have likewise seen growth:

Brawling has jumped all the way to Initiate 20

Dodge has jumped to Initiate 25

Aerial Maneuvering had grown to Initiate 5

TELEPORTATION has increased to Practiced 79

REGENERATION has increased to Practiced 68

OVERCHANNEL has increased to Initiate 35

MENTAL FORTITUDE has increased to Initiate 12

LIGHT has increased to Initiate 17

CLEANSE has increased to Initiate 4

RESTORE has increased to Master 10

IDENTIFY has increased to Initiate 2

INVENTORY has increased to Initiate 12

ARMOR SKIN has increased to Initiate 5

FLIGHT has increased to Initiate 12

You have seen extraordinary growth, and we are truly pleased with the entertainment you have provided. It has been decided to grant you a boon. You may use your RESTORE Ability to return youth to your companion this one time. As we have said before, entertain us and we shall reward you. Take this as further proof. ***

Duke finished reading his messages and could not contain the whoop of joy at…well…everything! He immediately spent his Characteristic Points so he would not forget to do so like the distracted idiot he knew he was about to be. He allocated the points, bringing everything except Endurance and Reason up to at least 200. He clicked the confirmation and the realization of what he had done hit him a moment before the pain did.

When he resurfaced from the agony of his body and mind transforming, he discovered that his armor had been torn in several places. In fact, all his clothes had. He immediately activated RESTORE and CLEANSE before the smell of it all hit him. He rose to his feet and looked in the mirror and hardly recognized himself. He had been fit and strong before this infusion. Now he was three centimeters taller and layered with lean muscle. He flexed before the mirror and his jaw nearly dropped when his muscles bulged to more than double their original size. He also felt very different as he moved. The best term he could come up with is fluid. His movements were smooth and effortless. He could tell his flexibility was well beyond anything he had ever experienced. In an experiment, he reached down to touch his toes and smiled when he could place his palms on the floor without any feeling of stretch or strain.

He felt powerful beyond belief and looked at his stats just to marvel at them. What immediately shocked him was his Health had risen to over 100,000 and his Mana peaked over 125,000. These were numbers that were simply beyond his expectations, and he stared at the mirror beyond the numbers at his own face. Who are you? Who are you becoming? 78 levels in one outing? He had no answers to his own questions.

When he emerged from his room, he saw that Elaine and Grat were both sitting at the table eating. They looked up at him and stopped still, staring. He gave them both a knowing look and sat down.

“Yeah…pretty drastic changes, huh?” Duke chuckled.

“I think we all have had some drastic changes, except maybe Baslin. We both tiered up.” Grat smiled as he delivered the news.

“That’s outstanding! How are you feeling?”

“Energized. Almost young again.” Elaine responded. Grat’s expression soured for the briefest moment before she rested a hand on his arm. “Don’t worry, my love. I’ll be fine.” Grat’s smile returned at her touch, the look of love in his eyes clear.

Duke decided to just leap in. “Elaine, if you could regain your youth like Grat, would you do it?”

“Oh, that would be great. It’s a wonderful dream but that was a one-time thing. Special circumstances and all that. I’m perfectly happy to have my handsome young man back.”

Grat smiled and reached over to give her a hug. “And I am happy to have my Elaine. Regardless of anything else.”

Duke’s response was so quiet that they almost didn’t hear it. “I can make you young again.”

But they did hear it, and both stopped to look at Duke, the unspoken question full in their glassy eyes. Duke continued with a greater voice. “I can restore your youth, Elaine. Make you perfectly healthy just like I did with Grat. It’s a reward for our performance yesterday.” The mood in the room was a strange mix of trepidation, excitement, and bewilderment. Neither could believe what Duke was saying but both wanted to believe it with all their hearts.

“Truly?” Elaine asked quietly, tears forming in her eyes.

“Yes. Truly. Shall we?” Duke responded.

Elaine nodded, dabbing the tears from her eyes. She got up from her chair and took Grat’s hand in hers. Together they walked with Duke to their room where she lay down on the bed. Grat tightened his grip on her hand, and she squeezed in response. Their eyes locked and she finally spoke. “Yes, Duke. Please do it.”

Duke did not respond other than to activate his RESTORE Ability with the full intent of restoring her youth. The Ability activated and instantly drained 100,000 of Duke’s Mana. He nearly passed out from the sensation of it being pulled from his body, but his Mana channels were now far more efficient than when he had done so for Grat. Duke’s vision swam but he stayed on his feet as the Ability took effect.

Elaine screamed. Grat cried out as the squeeze of her fingers flashed into a hysterically-strong grip crushing his bones. Elaine’s scream cut off as she passed out, finally releasing Grat’s hand. He applied his healing spell and Duke could see the relief come across his face as his hand healed.

The pair watched as years melted off Elaine’s face. Duke grinned. Grat wept. Duke stepped out of the room to give them privacy.

Elaine reawakened and shot up in the bed. She looked at the mirror that Grat had moved next to the bed. She gasped in shock at her youthful appearance. Her hands traveled down from her face to her neck, feeling no wrinkles, no loose skin. She felt the rest of her body and stopped when she got to her lower abdomen. She began to weep. Grat pulled her closer. “What is it, my love? What is wrong?”

Elaine snuffled and spoke haltingly, trying to get words out between heaving gasps. “I…I am…I am whole again. Restored. We can have children.” The pair lapsed into joyful tears as years of longing and frustration were shattered in a single moment.

Duke’s Intuition had spiked so high that he found he could hear things that he never should have been able to. Because of this, he heard their entire tearful exchange. He returned to his room to recover, and wipe tears of his own.
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                After a week of intense training, the four stood ready to enter the fourth level again with renewed fervor. They had each trained in ways that fit their own style but would be helpful to the group as a whole.

Baslin had spent his time brewing potions. He knew that he should have made a bunch already but there were so many other things he wanted to craft. He had ingredients! eHe finally had dozens of healing and Mana potions for each of them. All were in special storage belts that would allow for easy access and unbreakable storage. Duke had declined most of the potions as his regens were so high.

Elaine had spent much of her time in her bear form learning how to control the immense power-boost she had received when she tiered up. She now had the Ability to grow into a massive dire bear that stood three meters at the shoulder. Her blows in this new form reduced even the enhanced training dummies to splinters with a single swipe of her ten-centimeter claws. She found that even steel armor would shred before her enhanced form.

Grat could now control massive plant constructs grown from a single seed in seconds. These constructs could entangle enemies with vines of their own and had limited control over other vegetation. He could grow and control as many as five from a single seed. His crowd control capabilities were growing.

Duke focused on his TELEPORTATION. He pushed it as much as he could, attempting to TELEPORT larger and larger objects to himself, increase the rapidity of repeated TELEPORTs, and TELEPORT other objects with himself. In the end, he achieved what he had been hoping for – a two level increase:

***Congratulations, you have increased your TELEPORTATION to Adept 1. This comes with a monumental increase in the Ability’s scope and power. You are now able to TELEPORT up to 25 other individuals with you. Your range has increased to 200 kilometers. ***

With great confidence and a “damned fool of a plan”, they entered the fourth level of the dungeon yet again. They received the message that they were expecting.

*** You have two paths. One, you can return here and escape the level. Two, you can extinguish the beacon and finish the level. As the previous incursion into this level failed, the difficulty of the level has been increased by 5% ***

"Five percent increase. Not as bad as we had discussed. Are you all ready?” Duke looked each in the eye as he prepared to execute their plan. He received nods and nervous smiles. Duke took that as an indication that they were all ready. As he waited for their acknowledgement, the undead had started filling the valley exit and were starting to crowd towards the group at the exit.

Duke grinned mischievously and TELEPORTED the group above the middle of the valley. Baslin finished casting a wind spell that pushed the undead back from the central point and Duke TELEPORTED the group to the cleared point on the valley floor. The undead reacted to their presence, clacking and moaning their way to bury the group in their number. Duke activated one more Ability, and everything changed.

As planned, Duke poured 20,000 Mana into RESTORE and the Ability fired off as intended. When he had put 500 Mana into the Ability the last time they were here, the radius had increased from 5 meters to 25 meters. With this infusion of Mana, the radius increased to 2,000 meters – it had scaled perfectly. For two kilometers all around them, undead turned into soldiers.

Over the course of the next several seconds the soldiers stared pushing the undead back and organized themselves. It did not take long for the soldier’s commanders to find their way to the center and present themselves to Duke. Over the course of that time, the barren ash they had been standing on had started to sprout grass and the occasional shrub and tree.

The command cadre approached with an armored knight of some sort in the lead. It was astride a massive white horse that stood over two meters tall at the shoulder with thickly muscled legs and massive hooves peeking out from below its barding. The rider wore gleaming plate armor that seemed exceptionally well-made and thicker than normal. As the knight approached, it removed its red-feathered helm and allowed golden hair to flow freely down her shoulders.

“Greetings and thanks, my Lord. Long has the Cursed Legion been trapped in those wretched forms. You have freed so many of us that we may yet stand a chance against the Vile King that cursed us all. We are at your service.”

Elaine, as was now her “thing”, spoke up. “That’s Duke.” Duke rolled his eyes.

“Apologies, Your Grace. I was unaware of your title.” The Rider responded.

Duke ignored the interaction and cut to the core of the issue. “How are you known?” There, that sounds like something a noble would say.

“I am Aurealia, The Golden Warrior. It is my shame that I led this legion into the terrible ambush that left us all cursed. How, if I may ask, did you break the curse?”

“Breaking curses is kind of-“

“Pleased to make your acquaintance, Aurealia. I am Baslin the Best. This lovely young couple is Grat and Elaine. We have particular skills in curse-breaking and other magics. What can you tell us about the Vile King that would help us defeat him?” Baslin interrupted Duke.

“Yes, the Vile King. He was once the right and just Mage King. He ruled for centuries, and the kingdom prospered under his rule. Peace was made with our neighbors and the kingdoms in the region grew to depend on each other for trade and support. It was truly a golden age. The Mage King’s spells kept the crops growing, the rivers full, and the weather temperate. He did never sire an heir however and even one such as he could not halt the eventual ravages of time.

He grew old and more and more desperate for his legacy to live on beyond him. He bedded countless maids in the attempt. The greatest healers in all the lands were called upon to heal him but the simple fact was that he was infertile and there was naught they could do especially given his advanced age.” She paused, looking around at the troops and shouted a few words of encouragement as well as issued additional orders to her command group who then set out to carry out those same orders.

“He grew more and more desperate, seeking to extend his life. It was a dark day when he was delivered an anonymous package that contained a single tome. It was this tome that taught him the vile magics that gave him immortality. But at such a price. His immortality is that of the unliving. And he spread the curse upon all the land. We were the last defense before his hordes but we were not enough to resist his magics. We were cursed to join his horde and have been unliving ever since.”

She paused again, scanning her troops and shaking her head. “Your Grace, I fear we will not be enough to stop the hordes as there are always more and more undead. We can hold them off for a time, but that is all. I am sorry.”

Duke acknowledged Aurealia with a deep nod. “Don’t sweat it. We’ve got this.”

“You bet we do.” Elaine added.

“Piece of cake.” Baslin responded. “Did I get that one right?”

“Yes, Baslin. Perfect.” Duke chuckled. “There are places that the undead come from, are there not?”

“Yes, Your Grace. The cursed shrines. The undead guard them fiercely. There are two dozen of them. To approach them is to court death. None of my soldiers have been able to even get close to them.”

“Then that is where we are going. Everyone ready?”

“I feel I must advise against this action. It is tantamount to suicide.” Aurealia implored.

“Don’t worry. I told you. We’ve got this.” Duke looked at his companions and asked, “Easy way or hard way?”

“I vote for the easy way for at least the first one to see how it goes.” Grat responded. “If it’s too difficult, you can come back here, and we will deal with it the hard way.”

Duke saw agreement in the others’ eyes. He didn’t wait for confirmation before FLYING into the air to spot the undead generators, or cursed shrines as Aurealia had called them. God, I love flying! From his vantage point, a kilometer over the peaks of the valley, he was able to see the shrines easily as undead continued to pour out of them by the dozens. He flew to a spot equally between two of the shrines and prepared himself.

Duke TELEPORTED to one of the shrine’s roof and activated RESTORE with another 20,000 Mana. The roof collapsed under his feet, but his FLIGHT took over instinctively, keeping him from falling. As he watched, the entire shrine crumbled to dust, leaving behind a glowing altar. Duke IDENTIFIED the alter as he watched all the undead in the area change back into soldiers.

*** You have found an Altar of Life. When in the light of this altar, all light and life magic is greatly enhanced while dark and death magic is suppressed. Creatures of death cannot approach the altar without taking damage from the Altar’s aura. Particularly powerful creatures of death or dark may be able to resist this effect. ***

Duke smiled and TELEPORTED back to the group. “One down and twenty-three to go. The shrines convert into Altars of Life. They have effects similar to your Life Infusion Spell, Baslin.”

“Excellent. So, the easy way worked?” Baslin asked for clarification.

“Very much so. It will take me a few minutes to regen my Mana but yeah, this works.”

“Then this is our best approach. We will keep our allies entertained while you slap down the shrines.” Elaine added.

“Yep, I’m going to go hit a few more and then come back to regen. See you all in a few.” Duke vanished.

“I do believe he is enjoying himself.” Elaine remarked.

“Rather quite.” Grat responded. “Shall we go find a front line and slap down some undead while we are waiting?”

“You two go do that. I’ll help Aurealia deal with the shock.” Baslin said.

Over the course of the next hour, Duke converted all the shrines to Altars of Life and all the undead in the valley had been restored to the living. They now stood at the head of the valley with more than 30,000 troops behind them. Their confidence had swollen with the quick and comically easy success. With that welling confidence, they strode through the passage at the end of the valley and onto the plain before the beacon with the commanders of the army at their heels.

The plain was absolutely desolate. There was evidence of vegetation, choked and desiccated or dead and turned to ash and dust. The dust of the remains of the land blew in their faces as the dry winds picked up. The air tasted of death and Duke could hear the soldiers coughing behind him. He activated RESTORE to see if it would have any effect on this area like it had on the valley below. Instantly, an area nearly 20 meters across suffused itself with moisture. Grass started to sprout from what had been barren ground and the chill of death faded from the air.

“Truly, you are a walking miracle, You Grace. We shall follow you to the ends of our days for granting us our freedom from that awful curse.” Aurelia said with gravity.

Duke made to answer her when he felt a flare from his chest as his PURPOSE resonated with the knight commander’s words. That makes no sense. These are merely dungeon creatures – they exist only by whim of the dungeon. Why is my PURPOSE activating? “Excuse me for a moment, I need to confer with my team. Aurelia, please wait here and prepare the troops for assaulting the Vile King and his remaining forces.”

Duke walked forward for a bit to get out of earshot and flared RESTORE again to clear the air around him and his team. Both Grat and Elaine looked to him with meaningful expressions, but Baslin looked confused.

“OK, you three seem to know something that I do not. Care to share?” Baslin asked.

“Baslin, you are the only one of us that know any lore on dungeons at all. Strange things are going on here and I would have your opinion on them. When Aurelia spoke about me freeing them, my PURPOSE flared. And, from the looks…and nods…from Grat and Elaine, they both felt it too. How could my PURPOSE be reacting to freeing dungeon creatures from another dungeon creature?”

“That is bizarre for sure. My knowledge on dungeons is limited to the single ancient tome that tells spurious tales at best. I do not remember anything about dungeon creatures being able to leave a dungeon but it may be possible in some way. I am afraid this is all beyond my knowledge. But I am going to have such fun figuring it all out.” Baslin responded.

“I can perhaps answer your questions in this case.” Sam appeared as a glowing humanoid figure with a hazy outline. This was the most substantial they had seen the dungeon’s entity form. He continued. “The troops behind you are not truly dungeon creatures. They are the souls of the countless adventurers who have died trying to get through this level. The mere presence of the souls of sentient beings inside a dungeon provide additional sustenance to the dungeon. When they die in here, an imprint of their soul is formed and I can use that imprint to create a new living body for them. This body is powered by a soul but does not carry the memories of that soul. I implant memories that align with the design of the level.”

The four stared at Sam as he explained. Eliane was the first to speak. “Sam, why are you telling us this?”

Sam turned to her. “Because if you fail here, you will be joining the soul imprint library. Although it would be wonderful to have new and powerful souls added to the library, I really do not want you four to fail. And beyond that, what you have done here.” He turned to Duke now. “This is not something that anyone has ever done before. You have restored these beings to life. Not constructs of mine, but true living beings. In all my existence such a thing has never happened. I do not know what will happen, but I am exited to see. When you finish this level, something is going to happen and even the Overmind is unsure of the outcome. The beings behind you are alive but bear few memories of their past lives. It could be that they become fully restored to their past selves. It could be that they are fully reborn again and can create their lives as they wish. All the eyes of the Overmind’s children are upon you. It is only with its permission that I have been able to tell you this much. Do not fail.” With the message delivered, Sam rapidly faded from view.

“Well, fuck. That’s heavy.” Duke remarked.

“We cannot have them join the fight.” Elaine added.

“What? Why not?” Grat seemed confused.

“Because they are alive. They are real people. They will really die. I cannot have that upon my conscience when we can finish this on our own. We have grown beyond the bounds of this dungeon level and with Duke’s Ability, we can finish it without risking the newborns.” Elaine implored.

“When you put it that way, I should just fly over to the beacon, RESTORE the area, and kill anything that isn’t living afterwards.” Duke answered with a hint of sarcasm in his voice.

“Would you?” Elaine asked, her eyes glossy. “Save the children.”

“You’re serious?” Duke asked incredulously.

“I am.” Elaine answered.

“I am surprised to find that I agree with her.” Baslin said with a wistful shake of his head. “People reborn after eons. The knowledge lost alone could be worth it.”

“They may not regain their knowledge.” Grat reminded the Archmage.

“Even still, is it worth risking them in this fight if there is a chance at freeing them all?” Elaine’s wording caused Duke’s PURPOSE to flare hotly, causing him to flush with energy, his skin reddening.

Grat spoke again, “You feel it. Our PURPOSE is shared, and we all can tell that this is the correct path. Prepare yourself and go finish this evil off, Duke. We will prepare to back you up so don’t get too far ahead of us. But don’t hesitate to finish it if you can.”

Grat didn’t wait for a response. Instead, he began growing his plant constructs, quickly forming all 25 that he could control. Baslin also cast his Life Infusion buff and prepared additional spells. Elaine transformed into her dire bear form and gave a ridiculous attempt at a thumbs-up which really doesn’t work out when you don’t have an opposable thumb.

Duke broke off from the group and made his way back to Aurelia. “Aurelia, we are going to go ahead and confront the Vile King. I need you to hold this pass with your troops. If we lose those Altars of Life, we may well lose it all.” It was a wildly convincing lie. Duke felt like he even believed it himself. Aurelia saluted solemnly then turned back to her commanders to relay orders while Duke returned to the group.

“OK, let’s walk on over to the beacon. I’ll keep casting RESTORE as we head on over so we should have a clear path. With my regen right now, I can pulse it with 500 extra Mana every second and not even feel it. That will give us about a 100-meter radius a second.”

“Your growth is frightening.” Baslin remarked. “What is your mana regen?”

“It’s about 51,000 a minute.” Duke replied.

Baslin stumbled. “51,000 and you are only a Tier Two! That’s insane. How much Mana do you have?”

Duke checked his stats. “A bit over 125k.”

“That’s…that’s not possible at your tier. Just. Wow. You are a monster. I am glad that you are on my side.” Baslin’s voice faded off as he contemplated just what Duke’s growth could mean.

The group set out into the plain to finish the fourth level.

            

    
        Chapter 42

    
    
    
    
                Duke continued to precede the group with an expanding path of RESTOREs.  They still had several kilometers to cross before they got to the beacon, and they occasionally came upon stray undead that joined their group as soldiers rather quickly.  Those that didn’t manage to get caught in a RESTORE, were quickly dispatched.

After the first kilometer, they started to move through burned-out villages.  Here, the RESTORE Ability’s effects were more pronounced as buildings were reconstructed and made anew in a full 100-meter radius around Duke.  He was tempted to expand his radius to incorporate the first village fully but decided to stick to the plan.

The second village they came to was filled with desiccated corpses.  Duke’s RESTORE Ability had no effect on them and he suffered great disappointment for the first time in their return to the fourth level.  He pushed more Mana into the Ability, hoping it would bring the corpses back to life, but the only effect was to bring the structures of the entire village back into fresh repair.  It seemed that the corpses were just that and beyond the scope of his Ability.

It was not long after that village that the group was attacked by a wave of flying undead.  Baslin was the first to notice them coming and alerted the rest of the group.

“Flyers approach!”  It was a simple statement, but it got the group’s attention effectively.  All eyes turned to the sky to see the approaching creatures.  They flew in a ragged formation that came as a murmuration, moving in strange and mesmerizing patterns.

It only took a moment for Duke to remember his encounter with the lesser vampire over the valley and the strange sensation he had gotten from the creature’s stare.  The dozens of soldiers that had joined him (and had refused to leave as well) had halted their movement, staring at the clouds of flyers.

“They are hypnotic.  If you can’t resist, close your eyes and don’t watch.”  Duke commanded.  The soldiers did not react at all.  He received acknowledgement from his companions that they all were fine.  Duke wasn’t going to take any chances.  He lifted into the air, heading for the clouds of flying creatures.

He approached the cloud of creatures and flashed an IDENTIFY at one.

*** You have encountered a Lesser Vampire.  This is the minion of a Greater Vampire and does not have full control over its own actions.  It is nonetheless a deadly opponent.

Level: 246

Health: 36,321

Mana: 9,117

***

This confirmed that these were similar creatures to what he had faced over the valley.  It also set the cloud into motion towards him.  He held his position as hundreds of them flowed above him in the air, dimming the remaining light to almost nothing.  Duke decided to flash them with RESTORE to see if it had any effect, pumping 10,000 Mana into the Ability.  The Ability did, indeed, have an effect.  The tattered clothing that the vampires were wearing was immediately repaired and restored.  Beyond that, he was greeted with howls and the cloud of vampires descended upon him.

The vampires came with slashing claws, attempting to shred him to pieces in mid-air.  With that many claws coming at him from so many different directions, it was a distinct possibility.  If not for his Ghoulskin Armor providing a 10% reduction in physical damage before the claws reached his ARMOR SKIN which provided an additional 260 points of damage reduction, Duke might have been subjected to the death by thousand cuts treatment.  In this case, he was still receiving nearly 500 damage a pop even with his armor and reductions.  Duke could withstand this level of damage for a while, but certainly not indefinitely.  He responded.

LIGHT Suffused Duke’s body, 20,000 Mana worth of the Ability flowed throughout and around him.  With the amount of Mana he had infused the Ability with, he glowed like a miniature sun, radiating intense light all around him.  As vampires approached him, they burned in the light.  Dozens of them flew too close and burst into flames, plummeting to the ground below. 

The rest of the cloud of vampires stopped approaching closer and instead surrounded Duke at a distance of several meters.  It seemed that they had determined how close they could get without being harmed by the LIGHT Ability.  They turned their intense gazes fully upon Duke.

The pressure on his mind was immense.  He felt his MENTAL FORTITUDE Ability flare up to defend him, but it was simply overwhelmed by the volume of wills forcing their way into his mind.  The voices urged him to lower his defenses, to join them, to just let go of this pointless struggle.  Duke’s willpower fought valiantly, holding the pressure back, if just barely.  The pressure increased and he could feel his defenses starting to slip.  His LIGHT winked out.

The next thing Duke knew, he was falling, and he was on fire.  Everything around him was on fire.  The very air around him burned and the scent of burning flesh filled his nostrils as the pain of the fire washed over him.  He slammed into the ground hard.  So hard, that the cloud of dust and ash that covered him extinguished the flames that had not been snuffed out by the impact.

Duke rolled over to find Grat rolling him over onto his back, poised to pour a healing potion down his throat.  A flash of his stats told Duke that he was down to 60% of his Health and 71% of his Mana.  He waved the potion away.  “I’ll be OK in a few minutes.  What happened?”

“What happened?”  Elaine’s voice rose above the sound of fires all around them.  “I’ll tell you what happened!  You went off on your own and very nearly got yourself killed!  Without so much as a thought about the rest of us, you ran off again.  You are just lucky that Baslin was ready for this foolishness.”

“Yes, Duke.  You ran off thinking that you both could and needed to handle everything yourself.  Just because your RESTORE Ability could convert the lesser undead you assumed it would work on those vampires, didn’t you?”

“Well, yeah.  I guess I did.”  Duke admitted.

“It didn’t work.”  Grat deadpanned.

“I noticed that.” Duke responded.  “I was going to fry them with my LIGHT Ability though.”

“Great plan right up until you put yourself in clear and unobstructed line of sight to the gaze of hundreds of the things.  Idiot.  You are lucky you have any consciousness left at all.”  Baslin scolded Duke, his stare hard and uncomfortable for Duke to endure.  It wasn’t magical manipulation; it was more the emotion behind it that hurt.

Duke started to get to his feet when he realized that his outfit was rather more than just singed.  He activated RESTORE again and his outfit repaired as well as the area around him.  “I didn’t expect that to go that way.  Sorry about that and thanks for the…fireball?”

“Close enough.  Firestorm is the actual spell.  You took around 40,000 damage from it, right?”  Baslin continued.

“Yeah, about that.  Nasty spell.  Why didn’t you use it earlier when we were fighting the undead?”  Duke asked.

“It would have killed both Grat and I.”  Elaine posited.

“Quite so.  Would still do so, I expect.”  Baslin clarified.  She nodded.

“Glad it didn’t kill me.”  Duke added.

“Would have been a shame.”  Baslin responded deadpan.

“OK, asshole.  Let’s rest a few minutes and then continue on.  There’s still a lot of ground to cover and I doubt those Lesser Vampires are the worst of what we will be facing.  In fact…” Duke peered at the soldiers still around them.  “Soldiers, I need a rear-guard.  With all these stray undead about, we can’t afford to have any sneaking up on us.  Keep back 500 meters and intercept any coming at us from there.”

To his eternal surprise, it worked.  The soldiers accepted the order and held back, covering their rear.  Two minutes later, they were back on their way with RESTORE still being activated to create a path.  They travelled through two more destroyed villages before they got close to the beacon.

The area around the beacon appeared to have at one time been a castle.  Now, all that stood was a few crumbling walls, the stones themselves seemed to have their vitality sucked from them, leaving them barely holding their shape.  Many had already turned to oily piles of ash.  There still was a cobbled path leading into what had once been the castle’s grand foyer and halls.  The Umbral darkness grew deeper with each step they took until Baslin cast a spell of light to push the darkness back.

Hisses echoed from the crumbled walls, even causing some to collapse into ash.  With a flare of power, the darkness began to push Baslin’s light back.  He, in turn, poured more power into his own spell and an escalating struggle began as light strained against darkness. 

“This darkness is stunningly powerful.”  Baslin declared.  “I can push it back but as we get closer to its source, I will have to apply more force and concentration to do so.  I fear that I will not be able to split my concentration enough to aid you in whatever coming battle lies ahead of us.”

“Hopefully, the source of the darkness is equally invested in the struggle, and we can eliminate it while it’s focused on fighting you.”  Elaine said.

“Don’t count on it.”  The voice came from ahead of them as a figure emerged from the gloom.  The figure was a winged man, standing a head taller than Duke.  His wings were furled behind him but appeared to be leathery rather than feathery.  The winged man had sharp and angular features right down to his sharply pointed, closely shorn beard.  He had raven-dark hair that flowed past his shoulders and blew in the wind, strangely always blowing behind him regardless of the wind direction.  The most distinguishing feature, however, was the man’s glowing lavender eyes.

He stepped closer and Baslin stumbled as the strain on his face became intense.  He groaned and redoubled his efforts but was clearly approaching his limit.  Alarm flashed through the group as no one could believe the Grand Archmage was struggling in a contest of magic.  Yet the evidence of it was clearly before their eyes.

Elaine was the first to act, charging forward in her dire bear form and hitting the winged man full-on with her massive paw and claws.  It was like she struck a battleship.  Her paw rebounded with the awful sound of splintering bone.  She rolled aside, shocked back into her human form cradling her horribly broken arm.  Grat was instantly at her side with a healing potion to supplement his healing magic.

Duke was a bit slower to act as he was focused on observing the winged man’s reaction to the strike and he was able to see the slightest decrease in the darkness around them when he was defending.  This gave Duke an idea which he didn’t hesitate to implement.  He hit the winged man with an IDENTIFY followed by a continuously OVERCHANNELED beam of LIGHT putting 1,000 Mana a second into it.  The IDENTIFY gave him some insight.

*** You have encountered Elder Nocturne, a Champion Greater Vampire.  This Vampire Boss is the force behind all the Lesser Vampires on this level.  It is a being of terrible darkness and power.  Beware!

Level: 346

Health: 136,321

Mana: 59,117

***

Duke kept his Ability running as the Greater Vampire began to laugh at him.  “Is that all you have, mortal?  That is the extent of your power?  I thought that perhaps you four would make for decent minions but perhaps not.  Truly a shame.”  Nocturne started to advance through Duke’s LIGHT, giving no indication that it was affecting him. Duke activated IDENTIFY again to see if his guess was right.

*** You have encountered Elder Nocturne, a Champion Greater Vampire.  This Vampire Boss is the force behind all the Lesser Vampires on this level.  It is a being of terrible darkness and power.  Beware!

Level: 346

Health: 135,318

Mana: 57,117

***

Duke smiled as he saw that his Ability was affecting Nocturne.  It just wasn’t doing enough but that was OK with Duke.  He had plenty more to give.  “No, Nocky.  I have plenty more power, but I didn’t think you were worth the expenditure.  Now is where you either run away or be destroyed.  Your choice.”  He could see the strain on Baslin’s face starting to lessen as the vampire’s focus shifted to Duke.

Seeing no attempt on the vampire’s behalf to run, Duke kept the Ability channeled and began to infuse his body with LIGHT.  It was time to get physical and break Nocturne’s concentration.  He charged the vampire, rocketing his glowing right fist at its jaw.

The vampire caught it, stopping him cold, Duke’s fist scant centimeters from its face.  Nocturne smiled at Duke, his eyes and attention now fully on him.  It was clear that the LIGHT flowing through Duke’s fist was at a minimum unpleasant to the vampire but likely was causing harm.  “Did you really think that was going to work, mortal?  Your mind is not your own.  What makes you think your body is any different?”  He continued at Duke’s confused look.  “Oh, you didn’t even know your thoughts are being altered?  How delicious.  I am going to enjoy breaking you.  Now, come with me.”  With that, Nocturne pulled Duke close to him preparing to twist him into position and bite down on Duke’s neck.

“Thanks for letting your guard down and pulling me close, asshole.”  Duke unleashed a full 50,000-point LIGHT blast right through his fist, the vampire’s own hand, and straight into Nocturne’s face.  The vampire’s defenses were monstrous, absorbing and negating more than 500,000 points of LIGHT damage.  Duke’s stats and the 500x multiplier from the 50,000 Mana OVERCHANNELING pushed the total damage over 1.2 million.  Nocturne’s entire head vaporized and the area was flooded with light, Baslin’s spell no longer having anything to resist against.

“By the Twelve, that was intense!  I haven’t had to struggle against a spellform like that since I was an apprentice myself.  The control and willpower behind that working was truly frightening.”  Baslin was gasping for air but still managed to express himself.  He held his head as if sporting a massive headache.

Duke pulled the vampire’s body into his INVENTORY as he began to rest and recover his Mana.  He had not known whether his ploy would work but he was overjoyed to see that his gamble paid off.  Still, he felt oddly uncomfortable, as if something was tickling the back of his brain but he could not locate the thought that kept slipping away.

“Duke, what was that about your thoughts being altered?”  Elaine asked, concern etched on her face now that her shattered arm was healing and causing her significantly less pain.

“What are you talking about?  My thoughts are my own.”  Duke replied shortly.

“The vampire said that your thoughts were being altered.”  Grat added, stepping closer to Duke.

“That’s bullshit.  Nobody said anything like that.”  Duke responded angrily.

“All three of us witnessed the vampire’s speech, Duke.  That is what the creature said.  He said that that your mind was not your own and that you didn’t even know your thoughts were being altered.”  Baslin added, still holding his head.

“That’s not what he said at all.  He said that he was going to make me his minion.” Duke insisted.

“Is it possible that we heard a different message?” Elaine asked.

“That would take a rather sophisticated Spell and uncanny timing.”  Baslin explained.  “But it is in some way possible.  Magics of the mind could do it as well as magics of sound and some forms of illusions could also do it.  Of them all, the magics of sound are the most easily accomplished.  If that is the case, which was the true message?”

“Doesn’t fucking matter.  Mr. Pointy teeth is dead.  Let’s rest up and move on.”  Duke snapped.  The other three exchanged a worried look but ultimately agreed.  They all set down for a rest.

            

    
        Chapter 43

    
    
    
    
                After an hour’s rest, they were all ready to move on towards the beacon that was ever growing larger in their sight.  There had been the occasional wandering zombie or skeleton that Duke took care of with a pulse of RESTORE giving them nearly two dozen soldiers once again following them.  Duke commanded them to guard the camp, which they did with serious expressions.

The four set out, determined to reach the beacon, and finish the level.  There was some lingering disappointment that the vampire had not been the final boss.  Especially considering how difficult a monster it had been.  If not for the combination of Baslin’s constant pressure on its magic and Duke’s overwhelming burst of magic in a form that it was specifically weak to, they may not have prevailed at all.  Elaine seemed to be particularly unhappy with how easily it had resisted her.

“I am frustrated.”  Elaine announced.  Duke considered making a joke involving getting her and Grat back to their bed soon but the stormy look on her face quelled that urge nearly instantly.  She continued, not noticing.  “I have grown stronger than most everyone I know short of you two monsters.”  Her gesture in Duke and Baslin’s direction made it clear who she was speaking about.  “And yet, time and time again, I have encountered things that I am just not strong enough to defeat.  How much stronger do I need to get?  What do I have to do?”

Baslin interrupted her before she could continue.  “Elaine, you are strong and powerful.  No one can take that away from you, but you must not compare yourself to the likes of Duke and myself.  I have been accumulating knowledge and power for more than six centuries.  And even I have felt inadequate as of late.  We are in an impossible situation, but we persevere.  Largely because of this far more impossible situation.”  He pointed at Duke with his full left hand.  “Duke is touched by Powers well beyond all our experience.  Powers beyond even the realm of Teldin.  He grows in power at a speed that baffles me.  Were he not a friend and ally, I would fear him to the point I would be moved to seek his destruction before he could grow further.”

Duke stopped walking, giving Baslin a deeply questioning stare.  “You would what?”

“As I was saying if Duke were NOT a friend and ally, I would fear him.  He is, what, three quarters through Tier Two and already wields power like an average Tier Four or Five.  Not that there really are too many Tier Four or Fives around to make an average.  But that is exactly my point.  Duke breaks the scales – do not use those same scales to measure yourself.”

“You said Tier Four or Five?”  Duke asked.

“That’s what you took away from that conversation?”  Baslin countered.  “Yes, Duke.  Your power is scaling faster than should be possible.  By the time you breach Tier Four, I expect you will be amongst the most powerful forces on this continent.  By Tier Six, probably all of Teldin.  What will you do then?  When no one can stand against you?”

“I…I haven’t thought about that.  I really don’t know what I’ll do at that point, but it will be epic.  That much I can tell you.”  Duke replied contemplating the possibilities.

“I only hope you will still listen to us and the guidance we offer.”  Grat mused.

“You are and will always be my friends.  I’m not arrogant enough to think that I will always have the best answers.  I’ve seen too many leaders think that they knew it all and fail miserably because of it.  I’m just arrogant enough to plow through anything that stands in our way, but still smart enough to know that there will always be things I don’t know and need advice on.”  Duke reassured the group.

“Like, for instance, what the hell is that thing!”  Duke pointed in front of them at a fifty-meter-tall bipedal monstrosity.  It appeared to be composed from the writhing bodies of countless undead.  It slowly stomped their way, the cacophony of screams, moans, and grinding of bones set their teeth on edge.  Momentarily, it stumbled, its left “foot” getting stuck on a random boulder before wrenching it forward to send the boulder flying off over their heads.  As it straightened up, the group noticed that it was not alone.  Duke activated IDENTIFY with REMOTE CASTING to get more information.

*** You have encountered a Champion Undead Amalgamation.  This creature is an undead construct composed of the ever-regenerating bodies of countless undead.

Level: 300

Health: 62,6116

Mana: 0

***

“Undead Amalgamations.  Baslin answered.  “Try and RESTORE it and see what happens.  We might get lucky.”

Duke shrugged, TELEPORTED close to the monstrosity, and poured 10,000 Mana into a RESTORE before TELEPORTING back to the group.  The RESTORE Ability with that much Mana poured into it covered a 500-meter radius and encompassed fully the three Undead Amalgamations.

The massive creatures shuddered and collapsed into piles of bodies and body parts which immediately began to reform.  In a matter of minutes, nearly three thousand people of multiple races stood in a large, loose group.  They appeared to be completely confused and bewildered.  They were also all naked.

“Well, that’s something.” Duke remarked.  “Does that mean that we got lucky?”

“Guess so.” Elaine responded shaking her head in disbelief.

Grat immediately began growing massive leaves and thin vines from the restored plants around them.  It took some time and an additional special spell from Baslin, but the crowd was basically clothed.  This group of people was even less conversant than the last set of guards and docilly headed back towards the camp with only mild instruction.

After the new group of people left, the team began what they hoped was the final leg of the journey in this massive dungeon level.  Their mood was subdued having seen too much on this level to easily put aside.  Duke pushed the group forward, rising over a pass splitting a ridge.  At least there has been no torture on this level.  That would push me over the edge I think.

“Did they seem…I don’t know…lesser to you?” Elaine asked.

“They were very docile and didn’t really react to suddenly standing there naked so definitely not right.”  Baslin commented.

“What, did the dungeon run out of fresh souls and only have the stale ones to use?” Duke joked.

“Perhaps.” Baslin responded contemplatively.

“That was supposed to be a joke.” Duke clarified.

“Is it possible for a soul to degrade after thousands of years of dungeon storage?” Grat asked.  “How long has it been since someone has gotten this far into this level, let alone completed it?”

“It has been over 15,000 years since anyone has completed this level.”  Sam had reappeared to answer the question.  “You are the first group to make it this far without losses in longer.  Then again, with only four of you, any loss would likely end your run.”

“Like the second floor.”  Duke responded.

“Yes, the second floor has seemed to be extra dangerous for you.  Just like this one has not.  That is what makes the Lake Front Dungeon such a great training dungeon.  I do hope you keep me intact when you complete the fifth floor.  You will, won’t you?”  Sam implored.

“I am not even contemplating what comes after we finish the dungeon right now.”  Duke answered.  “We need to complete this and the next level before any of that is even a consideration.”

“So be it.”  Sam faded out of sight, leaving the group just as they crested the ridge and were greeted by the end of the level.

Beyond the ridge before them sat a castle, or what had once been one.  Like all the other structures they had encountered on this level, it was a crumbling ruin.  Stones that had stood for countless years were little more than rubble and ash.  Grand courtyards held ash blown against what remained of retaining walls.  There were the remains of a gatehouse that had a single rusted iron bar leaning against it – the remains of what possibly was a portcullis.

The group approached cautiously, awaiting the appearance of the final boss of the level, the expected Vile King that Aurelia had described.  Of him, there was no outward sign, but the group had yet to reach the delineated line of crushed and pulverized stone that was once the outer wall of the keep.  The wind blew with quiet insistence, creating little sound as if fearful of awakening the terror within the ruin.  Despite the light of Baslin’s spell penetrating the gloom above, the area still roiled with the emotional weight of fear and despair.  The oppressive presence had the consistency of gravity – it permeated all of them and threatened to pull them helplessly to the ground to be crushed under its weight.

Silent looks passed between all four of them as they stepped closer and closer.  The ash was ankle deep surrounding the remains of the castle, hiding anything that might be underfoot.  Duke instinctively took FLIGHT, not trusting the footing below.  Baslin nodded at him and with a series of gestures and a barely audible, whispered command, the rest of the group rose up beside him.  By unspoken agreement, Duke led the group past the gatehouse remains and over the castle grounds.

Duke heard the rustle of cloth behind him and whipped his head around in search of danger only to see Elaine pointing at the ground to their left.  Ash and dust were slowly seeping into a hole of some sort.  None were certain whether the hole had been there before, but Duke suspected that it hadn’t.  They continued onward, across the bailey and approached where the keep’s doors had once stood.  Again, the line was only demarcated by crumbled stone and a taller mound of ash.

As they crossed the threshold into what had been the inner keep, Duke became aware of a low hum.  It was barely perceptible, and he was sure that if his Intuition had not been above 200, he would not have heard it at all.  He gestured at the others to see if they heard it as well but all he received was confused looks.  He pressed on and the rest followed.

Their path remained unbarred and unobstructed as they passed over yet another threshold into an area that must have been the great hall.  Some of the structure yet remained.  Granite walls, blackened by ash held empty windows that towered a dozen meters tall and four wide.  The floor was similarly marred by ashen staining but there were signs that it once was beautifully tiled.  At the far end of the room sat a golden throne.  It was perhaps the only thing in the whole of the castle that had not been at least darkened by ash and dust.  What it was darkened by was a solitary figure still wearing kingly raiment. 

The figure wore regal robes of ancient black velvet and purple, adorned with edging of silver and gold. A crown of gold encrusted with gems and jewels sat atop its head.  In the crook of its right elbow, it held an ancient dark tome.  The book seemed timeless in its state despite the ruin around the figure.  Its left hand stuck out from its robes, desiccated and skeletal.  The creature’s face was similarly sunken, the skin darkened and clinging tightly to the skull. Its eyes glowed with a sickly mixture of green and purple, the colors swirling within the sockets before swirling away into the gloom to disappear into the atmosphere.

The head turned to stare at the group, eyes glowing more intensely.  It spoke, breaking the veritable spell of silence that had befallen the group.  Its voice carried the terrible weight of the ages, sounding like an ancient tree finally snapping in the fell wind. “Welcome.  Welcome to my kingdom.  It has been too long since any have come to offer tribute to the Mage King.  What is it that you have brought for me?”

Duke answered before any others could engage.  “You have no kingdom anymore.  It is all dust, ash, and ruin.  The last of your people died centuries upon centuries ago.  There is nothing left for you to do but to release this land from your grip and let it renew itself again.”

The figure seemed to seriously contemplate Duke’s words for a moment, having some sort of internal debate.  It then spoke again.  “You say my people have all died and my lands are dead?”

“I do say so for it is the truth.”  Duke replied doing his best to speak “ancient language”.

“Then why do they still listen to my call to RISE!”  As the creature shouted the final command, the ground rumbled all around them as the final walls of the castle crumbled to dust.  The ash and dust began to swirl and collect all around them into largely indistinct forms with the only well-defined features being a pair of skeletal arms with wicked quarter-meter bone claws.  There were dozens of them forming around the group.

“You take the king.  We’ll handle the minions.”  Baslin announced to Duke, as he cast his Life Infusion Spell upon the group.  The three of them dropped to the ground landing just hard enough to cause a flexion of the knees but not enough to cause any damage.  Elaine turned to her dire bear form as Grat spun, pivoting on a single foot as he threw seeds in a wide arc out of his hand, clearly using his storage ring.

Duke charged the king at full speed only to slam into a magical barrier. The king laughed at him.  “Fool!  Did you think I would not have protections?  I am the Mage King!  I am bonded with the Ebon Compendium and it will defend me unto the end of time.”

“Is that so?”  Duke replied, pouring an extra 10,000 Mana into TELEPORT.  He was going to steal that tome!  The tome shuddered in the Mage King’s arm, nearly breaking free before a flash of the creature’s eyes overpowered Duke’s Ability and caused the tome to stabilize in position.

“Yes, that is indeed so!”  The Mage King responded with a blast of magic directly from the tome that flashed through Duke so fast he had no notion that it was coming until it had already struck him.  Immediately he felt weaker, as if his flesh were withering away.  He looked at his arms and saw his muscles slowly melting away.  Another blast, this time of force struck him, sending him sailing out of the castle grounds and slamming into the ridge nearly a kilometer away.

Elaine, as was usually the case, was the first to strike the creatures surrounding them.  She found them to be stronger than the undead they had faced previously, but not immensely so.  She was able to carve through them with her enchanted claws easily.  What caused her dismay was watching the creatures she shredded simply reform and come at her again.

Grat’s vines spread out, forming a protective cage around the group, glowing with Baslin’s infusion of Life energy.  It took time, but the vines formed a barrier of life around them, even pulling Elaine inside despite her growling at the indignity.

Baslin cast a Spell, calling a great vortex of wind around them that pulled the floating undead in easily and tore at them with ash, dust, dirt, and whatever the spell could pull from their surroundings.  The infusion of Life energy tore at the core beings of the undead caught up in the whirlwind, tearing their animating force from them and dissipating it.  They crumbled back to dust.

The Mage King did not sit idly by as Baslin’s spell destroyed its minions.  Instead, it upped its minion game.  The ground cracked as a ten-meter-wide, clawed, skeletal hand burst out of the floor followed by an arm.  In a matter of less than a minute, a colossal skeleton had risen from the ground with the Mage King sitting atop its skull still seated upon his throne.  The skeleton tilted its head to the sky and uttered an unlikely but unnerving clattering roar to the heavens.  It then turned its burning orbs of eyes upon the remaining three.

“That’s enormous.”  Elaine growled.  Then glared at Grat, stopping his response cold.

“Indeed.”  Baslin remarked.  “I don’t think your vine cage is going to be able to keep that thing out.  We may need to fall back for a bit until I can get a Spell that can affect something that large prepared.”

“I don’t think it’s going to let us.”  Grat announced as a giant skeletal foot began to descend, rapidly increasing its speed.

Baslin quickly removed an item from his storage ring and smashed it on the floor.  A glowing barrier surrounded the three of them instantaneously.  The giant skeletal foot slammed down onto the barrier, causing a plume of dust and ash to expand outwards but the protective dome held.

“That will buy us a few minutes but not much longer.  We need a way to fight that thing.”  The tension in Baslin’s voice was escalating and it was becoming clear that he was not ready for such a fight.

Elsewhere:  Duke painfully extracted himself from the stone he had been embedded in, his withering limbs making the process far more difficult.  After struggling for a full minute, he TELEPORTED himself out, shaking his head at how slow his thoughts seemed to be right now.  He knew that he needed to do something, but he was just so tired.  Sleep was beckoning him, and its warm embrace was so inviting.  It would be so easy to just lie down and rest.  He had been working so hard, doing so much.  He deserved rest.  He deserved a break.  Just lie down here for a few minutes and relax.

His eyes snapped open with purpose as he remembered.  The Mage King!  My companions need me!  In moments, Duke was fully awake again but still so physically weak.  His armor was in tatters and his limbs were nearly stripped of muscle, withered almost to the bone.  He was barely able to move and could feel even more of his strength fading.  Soon, he wouldn’t even be able to stand.  He checked his stats and saw that his Health was down to 17% and still falling despite his REGENERATION. His Mana, on the other hand, was nearly full.  How long have I been down?

He activated RESTORE to at least get his armor repaired.  His armor quickly repaired itself and he felt momentary relief from the withering.  His Health had not moved up, but it had paused in its decline.  He poured 20,000 Mana into a RESTORE, hoping it would make a bigger difference.  For a full kilometer around him, plants sprouted, buildings repaired themselves, and the scattered undead regained life.  Duke could feel the withering fade as his muscles, his entire body was rapidly returned to him.

As Duke took FLIGHT, he could see the extent of his RESTORE on the area around him.  The outer wall of the castle was rebuilt, including the gatehouse.  He could also see a gargantuan skeleton struggling with a titanic bear wearing a glowing hat of some sort.  He TELEPORTED closer to get a better look.  What he saw stunned him.

Elaine was now as tall as an office building and was straining to break the grip of a skeleton just as large as she was.  On top of her head was some sort of magical bubble, a shield perhaps, that had Baslin and Grat franticly deploying some host of magical devices.  On the head of the skeleton sat the Mage King hanging onto his golden throne with one desiccated hand while the other waved his tome around releasing random blasts at Elaine that bent and warped to be absorbed by the bubble.

As the Mage King seemed rather distracted, Duke decided to add some more chaos to the mix.  He poured 30,000 Mana into a TELEPORTATION focused on removing the skeleton’s head from its neck.  The destination Duke had in mind was a good five kilometers up.  Asshole’s distracted, this might work.

With a flash, the skeleton’s skull vanished with the Mage King still attached to it.  Elaine’s titanic bear-form smashed down on the collapsing skeleton as it lost cohesion and clattered to the ground.  She roared in triumph over her vanquished foe.  Baslin and Grat bounced around the bubble, finally coming to rest in a heap, slightly dazed and wondering what happened to the colossal skeleton.

Duke hovered overhead, waiting for the skull to fall.  It took nearly half a minute to fall to the ground.  In that time, Elaine had shrunk down to normal size and Duke TELEPORTED the entire group back to the top of the ridge, knowing it would be a spectacular impact.

“What did you do, Duke?” Baslin inquired once he got his bearing back.

“I TELEPORTED the skull and, I assume the Mage King, five kilometers up.  They should be coming back down any second.”  He grinned like an idiot at the incredulous stares of the rest of his group for a moment then turned serious.  “Look, whatever the Mage King hit me with damn near killed me.  I wasn’t about to give him a second shot.”

“I see the skull coming down!” Grat shouted, pointing at the plummeting cranial bone.  It smashed down on the remains of the castle, sending a tremendous shockwave of earth and shattered stone flying.  The newly repaired gatehouse was blasted into stony shrapnel that slammed across the area.  When the group popped their heads back over the ridge, they could see the remains of the castle had been utterly obliterated and a nearly 20-meter-wide crater sat where the throne room had once been.

“Baslin, prepare your best damage spell.  This isn’t over.”  Duke instructed.

“The Mage King is going to walk out of that crater?  I don’t think so.” Elaine responded.

“Did you get the ‘level complete’ message?” Duke asked.  They all shook their heads in growing dismay at the realization.

“I still can’t believe he survived that impact.” Grat answered, shaking his head while he summoned thick vines from what remained of the newly regrown vegetation.

“He never crashed down.” Duke said.  His eyes locked in on a slowly descending target. “Prepare to hit him, Baslin.  I’m going to buzz him a few times.”

“Be careful not to get hit with that beam again!”  Baslin responded.

“Roger.  Flight outbound!” Duke launched himself into the air, adding additional Mana to pump up his speed. 

Duke quickly gained speed as he approached the Mage King at close to Mach speed, breaching the sound barrier as he passed, leaving the Mage King spinning in the air from the shockwave.  A beam of green energy sailed out scything across the sky but came nowhere near Duke as he flew even faster, reveling in the speed and control his FLIGHT Ability lent him.  He was able to turn without control surfaces and the reaction speed was nearly instantaneous.  And the speed, oh the speed.

Duke poured an extra 100 Mana a second into his flight, pushing the Ability faster and faster as he turned back for another run at the Mage King.  He accelerated to an obscene speed of nearly Mach seven and simply tossed a bunch of junk swords out of his INVENTORY at the Mage King.  Of the dozen or so that had been tossed, only one struck, but at Mach seven, it had the impact of a hypersonic penetration rod.  The Mage King’s protective shield popped, and shards of sword tore holes in his emaciated form.

Once again, a beam of green energy tried to follow Duke and strike him, but he was simply moving too fast for the Mage King to strike.  The Mage King moved quickly towards the ground, just managing to get out of the way of Duke’s next strafing run.  It fired beam after beam of energy in the direction Duke flew but could not come close to hitting him.  It left the Mage King fully distracted as it yelled threats and curses at his high-speed tormentor.  It also left him completely open to Baslin’s attack.  As the Mage King concentrated on following Duke’s flight path, his own movement slowed down.  This was a fatal error.

The attack came in the form of a beam of bright white light that lanced down from the heavens, engulfing the Mage King and burning away what remained of his flesh.  In a matter of seconds, the Mage King had been blasted to dust.

Duke came to a stop next to Baslin, grinning wider still as they were all greeted with the message they had been desperately hoping for.  Duke read his:

*** Congratulations.  You have completed the fourth level of the Lake Front Dungeon and have received experience rewards:

For defeating countless lesser undead, thousands of lesser vampires, one greater vampire champion, dozens of spectral undead, one Titan Skeleton, and the Mage King, you have exceeded the creature experience allowable for this dungeon level.  You receive 2,500,000 experience points and the Title: Restorer of Souls.

You receive an additional 250,000 experience points for level completion.

You have also managed to resurrect 32,117 beings who had previously been slain in the dungeon.  These individuals will be released from the dungeon upon your exit from the dungeon.  How they will react to their new reality remains to be seen.  For now, they will be held in suspended animation. ***

The four proceeded to gather what loot they could from the remains of the Mage King and exited the level.

            

    
        Chapter 44

    
    
    
    
                Returning to the ready room was normally a tension-breaker. This particular trip came with a number of concerns and the group immediately gathered around the table to discuss.

“We have much to discuss.” Baslin said plainly making eye contact with the others.

“Indeed.” Grat responded. Elaine nodded, deep in her own thoughts.

“Did you all get that title as well?” Duke asked.

“Title? What title?” Baslin responded, intrigued.

Duke looked at the three and their confused but interested looks before proceeding. “I received a Title at the end of the level. It’s called Restorer of Souls. I haven’t looked into what it does but I gather that it is related to the more than 30,000 people we have – I don’t know how to phrase it. Saved? Resurrected? Freed from the dungeon?” Duke felt a surge from his PURPOSE when he spoke the last phrase – a sense of truth and righteousness.

“I saw something about the people being put into, what was it called? Suspended Animation? What does that mean?” Grat asked, concern clearly spreading across his face.

“It would have meant that they were held in stasis, unaware of and not affected by the world until released in my world. Same thing here, Baslin?”

“Essentially, yes. I have a spell that does the same thing. I have so many spells…” Baslin trailed off, deeper in thought.

“Are you alright, Baslin?” Elaine asked, poking the Archmage.

Baslin started at her poke. “Oh, yes, perfectly alright. I just need to adjust my Spells some. I have been in an academic mode for so long that I have forgotten most of my offensive spells. I fear we are going to need them for this next level, and I am going to have to spend most of our week’s prep time getting my Spells in order. If you truly need me, come get me. Otherwise, I will be in my room.” He got up from the table and waved as he headed off to his room.

“And then there were three.” Duke quipped. “I suppose we can all take a nap and assimilate all we have gone through.”

“You take a nap every time we get back here. Why is that?” Elaine asked.

“Old man needs his nap.” Grat jabbed.

“I only seem to get my increases when I sleep. I’m not sure how or why it works that way. It doesn’t work that way for you?” Duke responded, pointedly ignoring Grat’s jibe.

“Um, no.” Grat replied. “Did you go through that entire dungeon level without getting any of your increases?”

“Yeah. That’s how it always is unless I can find a place to nap.” Duke replied.

“So, I hit Tier Three before you did.” Elaine said with a wink. “Imagine that.”

“I’m going to bed.” Duke replied putting action to words and heading to his room to sleep. He pulled a single item out of his INVENTORY and examined it. It was the Gem of Attunement. He was certain that he was about to Tier up so he decided to use it.

He awoke to messages like he had never before.

***

We are suitably impressed. You have managed to do something that no one has ever seen before. You have changed the rules of this world to allow the dungeon-slain to return to life. The ramifications of this are so far beyond expectations that, frankly, we don’t have a reward for you. You will have to figure this out for yourself. Perhaps the more than thirty thousand people being reborn loyal to you is enough of a reward.

Your growth continues to be astounding. You have breached Tier Three and marched right back up to level 53. Where are you going to spend your 771 Characteristic Points? Where indeed?

Your Gem of Attunement has been consumed. This has enhanced your Tier Path significantly. For all purposes, your Tier multiplier will be calculated at one Tier higher. Every Tier from now on, you will receive a new Ability in addition to any Class Abilities your receive.

@$#%ERROR!!! No Class detected. You must choose a Class at this @$%#!^

We will have none of that! Tell you what, you can have two new Abilities at each Tier instead. None of us want you to be locked down to a single Class. That’s far too limiting.

Your Abilities continue to grow:

TELEPORTATION has increased to Adept 5

REGENERATION has increased to Practiced 74

TONGUES has increased to Initiate 18

LIGHTNING has increased to Initiate 19

OVERCHANNEL has increased to Initiate 39

MENTAL FORTITUDE has increased to Initiate 16

LIGHT has increased to Initiate 22

CLEANSE has increased to Initiate 8

RESTORE has increased to Master 15

REMOTE CASTING has increased to Novice 9

ARMOR SKIN has increased to Initiate 8

FLIGHT has increased to Initiate 16


Your Skills have increased as well:

Blades has increased to Novice 15

Brawling has increased to Initiate 22

Dodge has increased to Initiate 27

Aerial Maneuvering has increased to Initiate 8

You have been awarded the Title: Redeemer of Souls. This title has three effects. Firstly, once a week, you can resurrect a soul that has been deceased up to Psyche days. Secondly, you gain +10% to your Psyche. Finally, you gain the Ability Soul Sight which allows you to see in the Spirit Spectrum at will.

You gain a new Ability: MANA TRANSFER – You can now transfer Mana to or from another who is willing. As you rank this Ability up, the transfer will grow more efficient. You gain this Ability at Novice 10.

Your Ability, XENOGLOSSIA has been enhanced. You now can not only understand all languages, but all will understand you when you speak. This Ability has additionally been enhanced to allow you to understand non-verbal communication.

You have proven to be more than entertaining. We are well pleased and offer you this reward. Your reward is this – a choice. You will be given the choice to continue in this world or return to your own. Your choice does not come today, but should you survive long enough, it will come. Choose wisely for either way, there will be consequences. ***

Duke took his time filtering through that latest message. That’s too much. They’re just playing with me now. He took stock of his situation and decided to spend points while he was still lying down as this was going to be a massive change in his stats. He had enough points to put one hundred into everything and still have a ton left so that’s just what he did. The pain was enough to cause him to pass out.

He was not sure how much later he awoke but he was sure that everything hurt, and his mind was sluggish. He decided to hold off on adding any more points until he felt recovered. As it was, it took him several minutes to regain his balance and coordination. He could move much faster than anyone he had ever seen, and his strength could only be called superhuman. The boost in his stats was phenomenal. Bet I still can’t use a sword worth shit. Those things hate me. But I am sure that I could fly circles around any pilot ever. Not that I wasn’t the best before. He chuckled at his own internal joke. He decided to head out into the main room to see what everyone else was up to.

He found Grat and Elaine in the training area. Baslin, it seemed, was still locked away in his room preparing for the final dungeon level. Elaine was working on her Ursine Strength while Grat was busy morphing a vine through dozens of different configurations. Neither seemed to notice Duke’s approach so he simply observed them for a bit before speaking.

“Elaine, you’ve grown quite strong there. How much does that thing weigh?”

She tossed the torso-sized block of metal at Duke with a groan of effort, her face scrunched in strain. “About three thousand kilos.” Duke easily caught the block out of instinct and reaction speed. He found that it was indeed very dense in feel but didn’t seem to weigh nearly as much as she claimed. “Sorry, but this can’t possibly weigh that much. You had me going there for a minute.” He transferred the weight to one hand and tossed it back to her.

Elaine stepped back, not even attempting to catch the weight which smashed down to the floor, shaking the area. “It was no jest, Duke. I have indeed grown strong but you? You are not even remotely human. You are a monster and don’t know your own limits now, do you?”

Duke stared at the indent the weight had made in the floor as it slowly corrected itself. “It would seem not.” He shook his head in disbelief.

“Hey, Duke, what’s your Strength score anyway? It’s got to be insane with the rate you have been growing.

Duke checked. “310 right now. I might bump it up a bit more depending on how my FLIGHT training goes. I’m not sure if more Agility would be better.” He paused as he noticed the two gaping at him. “What?”

“You truly are a monster. Just how many Characteristic points do you get per level?” Grat asked.

“Now, that I’m Tier Three, I get twelve a level.” Duke answered plainly. “How many do you get?”

“Four, Duke. Just like all the rest of us normal people. Monster.” Grat shook his head as he walked off to resume his training.

Duke shrugged and got started with his own “training”. He’d had an idea of combining FLIGHT and TELEPORTATION, but he suspected that it wouldn’t work like he hoped. The thought was to approach a target flying at high speed and suddenly have a cloud of items appear while he TELEPORTED away. In theory it would work, but his Abilities seemed to be consistently working differently than he expected. He knew that his TELEPORTATION didn’t conserve any momentum which made it amazing at stopping falls. He wasn’t sure if the items he expelled from his INVENTORY would still maintain their flight path once he TELEPORTED away.

He figured there was nothing else to do but to try it out. He moved off to the newly expanded flight course and took a number of strafing runs at targets at various levels. By the fifth run he felt comfortable enough to try out the trick. He flew towards the target at about 1,000 kph. It was below Mach speed but plenty fast enough for testing. He released a cloud of random weapons he had picked up from the previous dungeon level from his INVENTORY and TELEPORTED back to his starting location.

The cloud of metal slammed into the target and surrounding area, nearly obliterating it. Duke nodded to himself. I have to either release closer or find a different way to keep the missiles bunched together. String? That might work. Let’s see how close I can get before TELEPORTING.

Duke continued to experiment and was amazed at how extreme his reflexes had grown. His reaction speed was well beyond human limits. He felt that he could react while flying at speeds only machines could in his world. He pushed it faster and faster, closer to impact every time until he finally hit his perception and reaction limit. He was not sure what his maximum speed truly was because he ran out of room too quickly. He did know that by CHANNELING enough Mana, he could easily get over Mach 12 before his ARMOR SKIN allowed the air friction to hurt him. He could go much faster, but that started to burn him pretty quickly. He figured 100 extra Mana to get over Mach 12 was just fine.

He tried several methods of missile delivery including tying the bundle together. What he found was that even tying the bundle together caused it to fly apart with the air resistance unless he held it together nearly right up until impact. He decided that what he really needed was a large mass with spikes sticking out of it and just use that.

Duke spent the next hour working with his FLAME DART trying to OVERCHANNEL it and use that heat up some steel to make his projectile from. After his REGENERATION was finished growing the skin back on his hands, he decided to give that particular approach a rest.

Time passed and he found himself restless. He spent some time watching Elaine tearing her way through armies of training dummies as Grat used monstrous vines to explode targets from the inside. If he wasn’t sure they were friends and allies, he would have worried. On the fourth day, all three looked at each other and nodded to each other – it was time to pull Baslin out of his room and get their loot out of the chest that had been sitting in the entrance room waiting for them.

“Baslin! Get out here!” Duke called out as he practically knocked his door off its hinges.

Moments later, the door opened and a rather frazzled Baslin looked at the three friends standing in the hall. “What is it? What happened?”

“Loot.” Elaine responded. “It’s time to go through our loot. If there’s something that we need to adapt to in there we only have a short time left. So, get out here and join the rest of us.”

“Alright, alright, alright. I’m coming.” Baslin groused as he tried to straighten out his robes. Duke activated CLEANSE to move things along.

The four of them gathered around the golden chest, anticipating what wonders would be waiting for them when they opened it. With a grumble, Grat threw the lid back, tired of waiting for everyone else to decide who was going to open it.

They were greeted with countless gems and fabulously cut jewels with some other items mixed in as well. Duke shrugged, lifted the chest, and dumped it out on the table. “It’s easier this way. Nobody has to bend down and sort through things and we can take an item each to investigate.” No one argued.

As the treasure spilled out onto the table, it overflowed, and several gems fell to the floor as well as a few items. Most notably was a golden sword that seemed to bounce specifically to land at Duke’s feet. He cursed. “A fucking sword. Really? For fuck’s sake.” He picked it up and IDENTIFIED it anyway.

*** You have found Aurelia’s Golden Blade. This is a sword of command. A properly attuned wielder can use this blade to rally up to 50,000 troops, providing a morale boost to all physical characteristics based on the wielder’s Psyche. This blade is attuned for a female wielder. ***

Duke chuckled as he handed the sword to Elaine. “I knew I wouldn’t be able to use this in general, but I really can’t use this.”

“Why is that?” Elaine asked.

“It’s sexist.” Duke replied as he picked up a necklace to IDENTIFY. She chuckled as she read the unlocked weapon’s information.

*** You have found the Gift for My Queen. This necklace is a nature-attuned treasure. It greatly enhances a woman’s fertility when worn. ***

Duke wordlessly handed the necklace to Elaine and picked up another item. She gasped and paused in indecision. After a long internal debate, she put the necklace away in her storage ring.

*** You have found Broken Vow. This bow is infused with the energy of a solemn vow that has been utterly violated. It imparts this energy into every arrow fired, causing additional cursed damage based on the wielder’s Psyche. ***

Duke continued to IDENTIFY other items, using his SENSE MAGIC to find them in the pile.

*** You have found Expanding Staff of Necromantic Power. This staff enables the wielder to raise lesser undead from the corpses of recently deceased living beings. The number of undead and the length of time a creature has been deceased that can be affected is determined by the Wielder’s Psyche score. With sufficient willpower, living beings can be converted as well. ***

“Holy fuck! Baslin, is there a way to destroy magic items because this is evil as fuck.!” Duke dropped the staff, shaking his hands like it burned him as a shudder ran through his entire body.

Baslin examined the staff and also shuddered. “This is evil indeed. To destroy an item of this power, its magic will need to be drained and then it should be burned in magical fire. I can supply the magical fire easily enough but draining its magic will take some work to set up.”

“Well, I can do that part.” Duke replied, picking up the staff and activating his MANA DRAIN ability with an extra 1,000 Mana.

“Don’t –“ Baslin tried to warn Duke not to use his Ability but he was too late.

The Magic drained from the staff into Duke, and he suddenly didn’t feel well at all. His limbs suddenly felt sluggish, and he could feel the necromantic energy starting to suffuse his body. He immediately poured 100,000 Mana into RESTORE in a panicked reflex. The necromantic energy fled his body as the wave of energy exploded outwards from him.

The wave instantaneously filled the room they were in, RESTORING all the items of treasure to prime condition. It further propagated throughout the sleeping and training areas, passing through, and beyond the walls of the entire dungeon area they were in. The massive influx of additional Mana was enough to fully cover a sphere five kilometers in radius.

************************************************************************************

Dungeons are wonderous sentient and magical constructs that largely exist within their own pocket dimensions. They derive most of their power and growth potential from the expenditure of Mana within their confines and receive additional boosts when soul or spiritual energy is released upon the death of a sentient. Dungeons do also receive minimal energy from the ambient Mana that enters through their entrance portals but that is the least significant source and usually not more than is needed to maintain the barest of functions. Finally, they also receive power derived from the overflow of Mana from creatures that regenerate Mana within their confines – when a creature hits its maximum Mana, any additional Mana regeneration overflows and feeds the dungeon.

The Lake Front Dungeon had been subsisting on its energy stores and the barest trickle of external Mana for more than four thousand years. Its energy reserves were extremely low before Duke had found it. Now, it was gaining power steadily. This latest expenditure of power filled its core nearly to where it was two thousand years ago, before it had to start cannibalizing levels for power to sustain itself. Its core glowed with pleasure as it started to once again hum with power.

***********************************************************************************
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                “Oh, now that is something different.”  Grat announced, holding up a beautifully faceted blue gem.  “This was flawed, with a crack running right through the center.  It’s perfect now.  Did you do this, Duke?”

“I…I must have.”  Duke looked around at how “new” everything around looked.  “The mana from that necromantic staff was taking over and I just reacted, using RESTORE at a monstrous level to expel it since I knew that it worked on the undead before.”

“I felt the wave pass through me.  It was a stronger wave than I have felt in quite some time.  How much Mana did you put into the Spell?” Baslin asked, his curiosity piqued.

“A bit over 100,000 Mana.” Duke responded nonchalantly.

“That’s more than my entire Mana pool.”  Grat shook his head.  “Monster.”

Baslin’s eyes went wide at Duke’s casual statement.  He shrugged and went back to sorting through the loot, no longer reacting as he once did to Duke’s outlandish growth.  He paused for another moment and picked up the staff Duke had drained.  With a small gesture, it burst into flame as he dropped it to the floor.  The flames grew brighter and hotter until they finally extinguished themselves, leaving only a pile of ash.

After sorting though the pile of items, there were a few more that were significant.

*** You have found an Elixir of Decay.  This liquid will rapidly age anything it is poured on causing it to decay. ***

*** You have found a Jewel of Whispers.  This magical jewel can be used to whisper words over significant distances.  The user must know the target and the target must be within Psyche/10 kilometers. ***

*** You have found a Shield of Spell Reflection.  This well-polished shield can reflect magical attacks back upon the caster.  It is far from perfect and only has a 25% chance to activate on any given attack. ***

*** You have found Gloves of Thunder.  When these gloves are worn and slapped together, they create a sonic blast directed in the direction that the wearer’s fingers point.  This blast is strong enough to knock down small to medium sized trees.  ***

*** You have found The Crown of the Mage King.  This artifact is the final remnant of the Mage King’s rule and power.  When worn by a ruler, it provides a prosperity bonus to all productivity within the demesnes of the ruler.  The bonus is based upon the wearer’s Psyche. ***

*** You have found an Eldrich Wand.  This wand once contained several charges of a grand-grade Spell, but the Spell has faded from the wand.  This wand, however, has been fully recharged and is ready to contain a new Spell.  The Spell can be of any level up to and including Grand. ***

*** You have found Momentary Nova.  This crystal, when shattered, will release the heat of a star for three seconds.  Anything within proximity of its release will be incinerated. ***

The group collectively decided that although the items were interesting, they did not have much use for them at the moment.  Since he had the most room in storage, Duke was elected to carry it all.

“Well, I guess we don’t need to spend time getting used to our new equipment.  Anyone for a few days of group-tactics training before we go conquer the hardest level in the dungeon that hasn’t been completed in more than fifteen thousand years?” Duke offered.

“Wait, what?”  Grat asked.

“What?” Duke responded.

“You are saying that no one has completed this next level in fifteen thousand years?  Are you jesting?”  Grat exclaimed.

“15,288 years, 229 days, 8 hours, 12 minutes, and seventeen seconds to be precise.”  Sam decided to make an appearance at that moment to clarify.  All four companions marveled at the nearly complete vision of a person that now stood before them.  He was still glowing blue, but he was nearly completely substantial.

“You seem a whole lot more…you.”  Duke remarked to Sam.

“Thanks to your recent magical outburst, yes.  Much appreciated.”  Sam responded.

“I don’t even know where to begin to unpack that statement.  Do you mean to tell me that you get stronger when I use Mana?”  Duke asked.

“Not just you, Duke.  Any expenditure of Mana.  This big bag of Mana next to you has been holding out on me.”  Sam gestured towards Baslin.

Baslin held up his hands and said, “Hey, I just didn’t have the right Spells available, you know.  Now if you want to give us some forewarning of what the next level entails, I can have the right spells prepared and we all win.”

Sam actually seemed to think about it for a moment before responding.  “I cannot tell you what you will be facing in the next level.  The Overmind forbids it.  I can. However, tell you that there are 36 chambers in the next level.”  He actually smirked and then hunched his shoulders as if expecting a smack in the back of the head that never came.  “There.  Now you can have the right spells ready.”

“Truly, that tells me nothing.”  Baslin responded.

“And thusly, I am spared The Overmind’s wrath.” Sam retorted.

“The 36 chambers of Shaolin?”  Duke asked incredulously.  Sam winked out of the room with a look of shock and terror while everyone else looked at Duke.

“I think you may know something that you shouldn’t have known.” Baslin remarked as the others nodded in agreement.  “Would you share what you know?”

“It’s a movie from my world based on an ancient place and their training methods.  Nobody really believes that there were really 35 training chambers but more that they were tied to disciplines to master in order to perfect the lifestyle and fighting techniques.”  Duke explained.

“Can you show us?”  Elaine asked hopefully.

“Oh geez, it’s been a LONG time since I saw the movie but let me see what I can remember.”  Duke plumbed the depths of his memory for his recollection of the movie and strangely found that he remembered it nearly perfectly.  I guess this 250 Reason actually means something other than contributing to Mana and Mana regen.  Huh.  Cool.

Duke had everyone sit down as he walked them through the movie.  Or, at least tried to do so.  They interrupted him so often that it took hours to get through it but by the time they were done, he was reasonably certain he had relayed the major points and concepts, including the 36th chamber not being traditionally part of the training.

“So that’s what this next level is all about?”  Grat asked.  “That doesn’t seem too hard.”

Elaine slapped him.  Hard.  “Do NOT tempt fate like that!”  She then seemed to realize that she had hit him that hard and helped him back to his feet.  “Oh, by the Great Trees!  I’m so sorry love.  I…I’m stronger than I thought I was.”

Grat cast a healing Spell and rubbed at the side of his face.  “I’ll say.  You hit like a runaway ox cart!  And there’s no tempting fate here.  The level is set.  No matter what we say or do, what was waiting for us there yesterday will still be the same tomorrow.”

“I hope you have the right of it, Grat.”  Baslin added.  “But speaking with such certainty in a situation we truly are uncertain of can lead us to complacency and that, my friends, is the death of adventurers.”

“Yeah, that’s why the stat rises as you complete missions but drops off quickly after a number of successes.”  Duke added.

“The stat? What’s that?”  Baslin asked, his curiosity piqued.

“Something from my past.  It’s the statistical survivability chance on any given mission.  There are a lot of factors that come into it like the type of mission, how many missions you have flown, type of aircraft, and who you’re flying with.  But the general concept is that you are most likely to bite it on your first mission because you are a newbie dumbass.  If you make it past the first mission, your chances steadily improve as you learn all the things that only practical experience teaches you.  Somewhere around your eighth mission, complacency sets in – that feeling of immortality takes over and you make stupid mistakes.  Lucky for me when I got that cocky, I had a squadron leader who beat the shit out of my cockiness.  Saved my ass on that mission.  Now that I think of it, that’s what finally got me killed leading me to this world.  Son of a bitch.  Did it to myself.  Fuck!”

The group gave Duke a moment to process before Baslin spoke up.  “When I was an apprentice, there were five of us training under Asalov, The Unbound.  We were, and this is not hubris speaking, the best young mages of our generation.  Back then, there was a magical tournament conducted every five years and we all were entered as a matter of course.  There was no restriction on who could enter and, although there were ‘skill brackets’, many mismatches occurred.  One of my fellow apprentices, my best friend, Dothalon, won his first six matches effortlessly.  His fire magic was beyond compare.  And I mean beyond compare.  There were masters who couldn’t match him even master water mages.” 

Baslin paused to look all of them in the eye, making sure he had their focus before continuing.  “His seventh match was against an older mage known as Negron the Nemesis who was equally undefeated.  This match was for the championship of the bracket.  Dothalon was supremely confident and demanded a ‘true match’ against the tournament favorite.  His opponent quickly agreed and all protections within the arena were removed.  The only protection that remained was the supreme seal around the arena that kept anything from entering or leaving the arena until the match was complete.  Nothing, not even air, would pass through that barrier.”

“The fight began much as we all expected.  Dothalon surrounded himself with his fiery aura and prepared to burn his opponent into submission.  What happened next is forever carved upon the landscape of my memory.  Negron drew all the air in the arena to himself to form a protective bubble.  He drew the air so forcefully that Dothalon’s fiery aura was extinguished entirely.  But it didn’t stop there.  His suction increased in force, drawing the very air from Dothalon’s lungs.  He suffocated to death before anyone thought to turn off the arena barrier.  I recall slamming my fists against the barrier, completely ineffectively.  I screamed my throat raw until it bled.

My friend was dead and there was no recourse.  We abandoned the tournament in shame and pain.  Our master never taught us an offensive spell again after that day and we were forbidden from the tournaments for as long as we remained his apprentices.  The desperate, panicked look in my friend’s eyes still haunts me to this day.  I can see it every time I close my eyes without another thought to occupy my mind.”

“So, yes, I well know the arrogance and danger of success.  But for a small quirk of fate, it would have been me dying in that arena while everyone else watched horrified.  Everyone watched.  But no one acted!  No one did anything until it was too late, and my friend was gone.  I would sooner have us flee this dungeon than see any of you breathe your last.  I have not had a friend, someone I have trusted, in a long time.  I consider you three to be my friends.  I will not stand by and allow any of you to pass.  I have prepared what Spells I have but we DO NOT need to finish this dungeon.”

“I do.”  Duke said with quiet certainty.  “I have to finish this.  I will do it alone if I have to, but this place has taken so much from me that I need to see it through to the end.  The power growth I have seen in this place dwarfs anything I saw outside.  I have no illusion about the danger waiting in the next level.  Anything in there is going to be at least level 300 with the bosses probably pushing 500.  But with my ridiculous progression, I am ready to handle it.  Or not.  But I have to try.  The trials coming when we finish here are much larger in scope.  We will need all the power we can grab from this dungeon to face them.”

“I stand with you, Duke.” Grant announced.

“You have my claws.”  Elaine grinned eagerly.

“And my Spells.”  Baslin added grimly.

“And my axe.”  Duke quipped.

“Your axe?” Grat asked, confused.

“Never mind, dammit.”  Duke answered, crestfallen.

“Fucking Idioms!” The entire group shouted enthusiastically.  The laughter that followed was good at breaking up the somber mood.

The group set to training together intensely for their remaining time.  As their time passed, Duke found that his newly enhanced XENOGLOSSIA Ability was both a boon and a curse as he was now able to read the subtle body language signals that he had never picked up on before.  At one point he yelled at Grat and Elaine to “Just go to your fucking room already!” as he read the increasing sexual tension that even they were not aware of until he so bluntly pointed it out.  They chuckled and ran off together.

“That was…odd, Duke.” Baslin said.

“You’re telling me.”  He responded.  One of my Abilities got significantly enhanced when I Tiered up and now, I can read body language like its nobody’s business.  Combine that with an Intuition over 300, and I feel like I’m reading minds.”

“That’s a dangerously powerful Ability then.  Dangerous for enemy and ally alike.  You’re going to have to learn to control it so that you don’t make everybody around you uncomfortable and afraid to even be around you.”  Baslin counseled.

“You’re probably right about that.  But I am guessing this will make it easier to know if someone is lying to me.  Not that any of you will, but after we get out of here, yeah, there’s going to be a lot of people lying.  Especially once we get back to the capitol.”  Duke conceded.

“That place is a city of lies built upon lies.  It will be harder to figure out who is NOT lying to you in that place.”  Baslin’s face grew dark as he spoke.

“I know the king and the nobles are shitstains but not everybody in the city is going to be like that.  If they were, it would be safer to nuke the place from orbit.  It’d be the only way to be sure.”

“More idioms, but I expect I understand what you are saying.  Yes, there are still good people in the city, and it behooves me to remember that.  The king’s actions have poisoned me to the whole place.  You have to admit that you weren’t treated much better there.”

“Sure, the leadership is all kinds of fucked up but everyone in Leviathan treated me well.  They tried to help me and I’m not going to forget that.”

They waited for the couple to return and continued their training, hoping that they truly were prepared for the next dungeon level.  Their time ran out quickly and Sam appeared again.

“Delvers, the time has come.  Do you wish to proceed to the fifth and final level of the dungeon?”

Duke looked to the other three, receiving nods of affirmation.  “Yes, we are going to finish this!”

“Very well, your portal awaits.”

            

    
        Chapter 46

    
    
    
    
                The fifth level started with a single chamber.  It was a square room, roughly three meters on each side.  Like the fourth level, there was an exit through which the group could flee.  There also was another door that presumably led to the rest of the level.  Above the door was a red cloth banner that simply stated, “The First Chamber.”

Baslin squinted at the banner for a long minute before shrugging and shaking his head.  “I can’t read that language.  Can you, Duke?”

“Um, sure.  It says, ‘The First Chamber’ which seems pretty self-explanatory unless someone wanted to consider this room as the first chamber, I guess.”

“That’s it?  No instruction?  No grand threat?  Nothing?”  Elaine asked, her claws unconsciously starting to sprout out of her fingers.

“That’s it.  Guess we open the door and see what we’re facing, right?”  Duke suggested.

“Nothing much more we can do, is there?”  Grat responded as he tossed a seed in front of the door that immediately started sprouting.  At the other’s looks, he responded.  “What?  It’s the last level.  I’m not going to hold back even in the first room.  We all should know this is going to be tough.  The last level would have killed us if Duke didn’t break it.  This one has to be harder.  We had all better be ready.  So, yes, I’m going to prepare before we open the door.”

Nobody had a response to that statement, so Duke opened the door around the growing vine.  It opened outwards so the vine thankfully didn’t interfere with its opening.  Since nothing attacked immediately, the party stepped into the room with Duke leading.  The room was different than anyone had expected.  It was bare stone save for the door on the far side that looked exactly like the one they had entered the room through.  The only thing in the room was a single occupant – an old man dressed in bright yellow and orange robes who was sitting in the middle of the floor.

“Welcome to the first chamber of the trial.  This chamber was designed to teach you something specific, but we all know that you are not here for that – just like all the others.  Send forth your champion to face me unarmed.  If you win, you may advance.  If you lose, well, you know how that works, don’t you?”

Baslin spoke up before anyone else could move.  “What is it that we were meant to learn here?”

The man raised an eyebrow, and a smile spread across his face.  “It seems that I may have misjudged you.  This is good.  This chamber is free of distraction so that you may learn the art of meditation.  If you wish to learn, sit before me.  If not, my original offer still stands.”

Baslin gestured for the group to join him as he sat down before the man giving a bow of the head.  They all settled in before the man with similar nods and he began to instruct them.  Instruction took a little over an hour, but a new skill was gained by all, Meditation.

“Congratulations, you have all passed the first chamber.  Good luck in the next one.”  As the man spoke a door appeared on the far wall.  The group filtered through to the next chamber in high spirits as the first chamber was less of a challenge than a learning experience.

The second chamber was similar to the first but more equipped.  There were several thick poles with various things attached to them.  There was one that had a rough wooden block attached, another had some sort of thin oval leather bag attached flatly to it, and yet another had lines of metal inlaid.  In the center of the chamber stood a burly man who was dressed in martial robes.  He held a scourge in his right hand and was grinning at the group.

“Welcome to the second chamber.  Who is prepared for testing and training?  Or do you prefer a more direct test?”  His eyes flashed with malice at the final question.

Duke took the lead this time.  “I am ready for whatever you have to teach me.”

“Very well, step forward and remove your shirt.  No need to ruin it for this training.”

Duke stepped forward and stripped down to the waist.  There was a small gasp behind him which caused him to look back.  He saw Elaine covering her mouth with an embarrassed flush of her cheeks.  Grat did not seem to be amused.  Duke turned back, not even suppressing his grin.

“Your first task is to strike this bag ten times with each fist.  I will examine your hands afterwards to see if you are ready for the next step.”  Duke stepped forward and performed a rapid-fire series of alternating punches.  He made sure to hold back his full strength because he was sure the pillar would not be able to handle it.  As it was, the pillar cracked by the time he was done.

The instructor came over and examined Duke’s hands which were, of course, unblemished.  Between his ARMOR SKIN and REGENERATION nothing as simple as a leather bag filled with bits of iron was going to have any effect on him.  The instructor nodded in satisfaction and directed Duke through a series of progressively more damaging tests.  None were the match for Duke’s Abilities.

“You have done well.  Now for the final test.  Stand here in horse stance and do not move.”  Duke did so and the instructor proceeded to attack him viciously with the scourge.  The barbed whips slammed into Duke’s skin doing their best to tear strips from his flesh.  And it did a solid job of it, overwhelming Duke’s ARMOR SKIN.  Each thrash from the scourge tore a strip of flesh from Duke’s back, arms, or chest.  But just as quickly, the wounds REGENERATED.

Duke stayed unmoving as lash after lash struck him for what seemed like an hour.  Finally, the instructor stopped and shook his head.  “You have not passed this test.  You have the fortitude to withstand the pain, but you have not achieved an Iron Body.  You may not move on until you do so.”

Duke activated CLEANSE to get all the blood off his skin and fixed the instructor with a fierce glare.  He rose to his full height and asked a question dripping with anger.  “Show me where your strikes have left even a scratch on my skin?”

The instructor stepped forward to show this insolent child his failure and yet, as he approached, he saw that the skin was unbroken.  Not a cut, a slice, or even a scar stood out on the subject’s skin.  He paused, considering what this meant for a long moment before speaking again.  “Indeed, there is not so much as a blemish upon your skin.  Perhaps my judgement was too hasty.  You may continue.”

Another door opened and the party filtered through.  Grat turned to Duke and asked, “How were you able to stand there and not even flinch when he tore the skin from you?”

“Meditation, of course.  Pain is just nerve endings firing.  It’s not real, just an abstract that your brain interprets.  When in Meditation, just change how your brain interprets such notifications.”  Duke responded.

“Monster.” Grat replied as he shook his head while stepping into the next chamber with the rest of the group.

This chamber was different.  It was far longer than the previous chambers and seemed to have two paths to the far side.  Both paths were about ten meters long and were filled with water.  One had meter-long logs floating in it and the other was just water.  The instructor stood on the far side of the room.

“Welcome to the third chamber.  This task is simple.  Cross the water without getting wet and without touching the walls.”

Without warning, Duke TELEPORTED the group to the other side of the water.  “How’s that?”

The instructor growled at Duke but the passage to the next chamber opened.  “You learned nothing.  Remember that and despair should you even reach the advanced chambers.”

They moved on to the fourth chamber.  This one was far larger than the previous ones.  It had a pyramidal hill of packed dirt in the center of the room.  There were several round stones of various sizes in an otherwise empty pool at the base of the hill.  The instructor stood at the base of the hill waiting for them to come to him.

“Welcome to the fourth chamber.  Are you prepared for this challenge?”

Grat stepped forward and announced with all solemnity, “Yes, we are prepared.” The rest of the group suppressed smiles but joined him.

“Excellent.  Your task here is simple.  You must physically carry all the stones in this pool to the top of the hill and place them in the hole there.”

“Well, that sounds easy enough.  Let’s get to it.”  Elaine announced as she chose a stone from the pool and proceeded up the eight-meter hill.  The rest of the group followed suit, each selecting a stone that they felt that they could easily handle.  The climb up the hill was steep enough to be annoying but they all managed it fairly easily.

When they returned to the bottom, they noticed that the stones had returned to the pool. Then the grumbling started.  Grat was particularly loud about this “pointless exercise.”  The instructor stood next to the pool with a fully serene look upon his face.

“Perhaps it is a test of speed,” Baslin surmised.  “Step up the pace and see if it makes any difference.”  He did just that and the others followed his lead, all moving more quickly up the hill with a stone and back down to grab another.  Faster and faster, they climbed, but even when Duke was moving at his fastest speed, they all could see that they were making little headway.

Baslin and Grat collapsed at the base of the hill, catching their breath while Duke and Elaine kept carrying stones to the top albeit at a more reasonable pace.  “Since we can’t beat the test with speed, it is either a puzzle of some sort or a test of endurance.”  Duke stated when he returned to the base from his latest run.  “Elaine and I are going to keep going with this.  You two figure out if there is some sort of puzzle that we are missing.”

Hours passed with Grat and Baslin offering all manner of suggestions on how to beat the puzzle.  None of them seemed to have any effect but Elaine and Duke continued to carry stones to the top.  Duke even put another 40 points into Endurance to bring it up to 300 when he actually started to feel a bit worn from the constant exercise.  He could see Elaine was tired, but the set of her jaw told him that she was not going to stop until she collapsed from exhaustion.  He continued carrying stones as well but determined to continue as long as it took.

After eight hours had passed and Elaine and Duke had continued nonstop the instructor called out to them.  “That is enough.  You have passed the test of endurance.  You may continue.”  As they had become accustomed, a new passage opened up for them.  The group started towards the exit but paused when they realized that Duke had not followed.

“Excuse me,” Duke addressed the instructor, “but can I take some of these stones with me?”

The instructor’s brow creased.  “That is a truly unusual, if not unique request.”  He paused as if pondering the question or receiving instructions in some way.  “You may take any stones you wish.”

Duke smiled, thanked the instructor, and pulled the entire pool of round stones into his INVENTORY.  Now I have cannonballs!  

Baslin looked at Duke and then at the empty pool, and then at the top of the hill.  “Think maybe you could have done that in the first place and tossed all the stones into the hole at the same time?”

The instructor interrupted.  “That would have been a failure as he would have failed to physically carry them to the top.”

Baslin nodded in understanding.  “No shortcuts in any of the chambers.”  The others nodded along.

The group continued to the next chamber to find yet another instructor in a mostly empty room.  The only decorations were seemingly scattered footprints of different colors on the floor and the walls being covered with paintings of martial poses.

“Welcome, welcome.  It has been too long since I have had students.  When you are ready to begin, stand upon a green set of starting foot-guides.”  The instructor stood back and waited with arms crossed and eyes dead forward.  He gave the impression of eternal patience and vigilance.

One by one, the group stepped forward and took one of the green-marked starting positions.  Once they were all in place, the instructor moved to stand before them.  “You will follow my movements.  When I move my left hand, you move your right hand in the same manner.  The same goes for your feet and every other part of your body.  Since I am facing you, you will see all the movements in a mirrored form.  Later, when you are ready, I will turn around, and you will follow along with my movements directly.  Is this understood?”

“Doesn’t sound too difficult.” Grat responded.  Moments later, an acorn smacked him on the head, and he turned to see Elaine glaring at him.

“Don’t.  Tempt.  Fate.”  She spoke slowly and with careful enunciation, as if instructing a child.  Grat grinned sheepishly while ducking his shoulders before turning back to the instructor.

“Very well, we shall begin.”  The instructor took the group through a long series of poses before taking them through actual martial arts forms.  “I have shown you the 12 basic forms.  Please demonstrate your proficiency with them as I observe.”

The four of them went through the forms as best they could between memory and ability.  Duke’s stats gave him a significant advantage over most of the group, but it was Elaine who was the first to receive the nod from the instructor on a correct form.  Duke was the next, with Grat and Baslin finally getting a single form correct after the fifth review with the instructor.

“You have shown a basic proficiency in martial forms.  You may continue.”  The instructor informed them as a new passage opened up.

The group started for the passage but Duke pulled up short.  Something in how the instructor had said that gave him pause.  “A question if I may?”

“Ask your question.”  The instructor responded and Duke was sure he could see the faintest smile of anticipation on his face.

“You said we showed a basic proficiency.  Would you instruct us up to a higher level of proficiency?”

The instructor’s grin appeared in full form.  “It would be my absolute pleasure to do so.  Please take your starting positions again.  I must warn you that this instruction will be significantly more intense, but the rewards will be far greater.”

Baslin and Grat exchanged glances before Grat asked hesitantly, “Do all four of us need to participate?”

A chuckle and shake of the head later, the instructor continued.  “Only those seeking the path of mastery are to take full instruction.  All others are excused after gaining bare proficiency.”

Grat and Baslin happily separated and took up station in a corner of the room.  Duke and Elaine stepped forward and took their positions and the true instruction began.

A full week later, Duke and Elaine had received more intense instruction than they had ever imagined possible.  The basic forms and movements had been fully committed to muscle memory as even more advanced forms and movement were ingrained into them. 

“Congratulations, you have completed my full training.  This will aid you greatly in the chambers to come.”  The instructor smiled at the pair and bowed to them.  They returned the bow as they had learned in the basic forms section.  When they straightened up, the instructor stepped forward bringing his hands from behind his back.  In each hand, he held a cloth bundle that he handed them.  “Wear these for the duration of your time here in the chambers and you will be recognized for what you are – Students of Mastery.”

Grat and Baslin got up from their table and started to break down their camp.  As the two students had been working on learning their forms, the pair had spent their time researching through Baslin’s portable library and discussing all manner of magical concepts.  Only once had a hotly debated topic interrupted the training session causing the instructor to admonish them.  They had quieted down quickly as Baslin mumbled something about Tier Seven.

Duke and Elaine grabbed a moment in their respective tents to change before they continued to break down the camp.  They emerged wearing their new martial robes of pure white with equally white belts tied around their waists in the strange knots they had been instructed to use.

The group was equally thankful for Duke’s CLEANSE Ability and Baslin’s Create Glorious Food Spells during their long stay in the chamber.  Baslin had even confessed to having more than two dozen different Spells to create food.  He had joked that he could feed an entire army if he really wanted to do so. 

Grat had smiled at that and said that he could probably grow enough food to do the same in a matter of a week or so if he needed too.  His increasing pride in his druidic Spells and Abilities was clearly evident. 

When the camp was broken down fully, the group exited the chamber offering the instructor a final bow which he returned with a warm smile. “Duke, Elaine, I am impressed that you managed to continue through my entire instruction without taking the time to sleep.  You are students of unusual quality, but I do recommend that you find the time to rest soon.”

            

    
        Chapter 47

    
    
    
    
                The sixth chamber reminded the group of the training area in their between-level residence. It had numerous training dummies, but the most significant thing was that it had several racks of weapons of varying types. There were different types of swords, spears, staves, hammers, axes, and countless more exotic weapons.

“Finally, I can learn how to actually use a sword!” Duke announced happily.

“Enthusiasm is a good trait to enter my class with.” The instructor who had been behind a rack of weapons stated as he stepped forward. “Indeed, this chamber will teach you the way of fighting with weapons. I see we have two true students here and two pretenders. I will focus my instruction on the true and worthy students. You two.” He gestured dismissively at Grat and Baslin. “May follow along if you wish and I will instruct you, but my true students take precedence.”

The two didn’t seem terribly offended by the dismissal and, in fact, seemed perfectly happy to let Duke and Elaine take the lead in the training. The instructor did not wait long to begin.

“You have a preference for the sword?” He asked Duke. “And you,” turning to Elaine, “what is your preferred weapon?”

Duke responded with a wry grin. “I have attempted to use a sword on several occasions. It has not really worked out well for me.”

Elaine also responded. “I usually fight with fang and claw.”

“An inept swordsman and a fighter that prefers truly exotic weapons. I can work with this.” He tossed Duke a sword and similarly, tossed a pair of clawed gauntlets to Elaine. “Fangs are a bit too exotic for me to teach you, but I can teach you how to use the claws.”

Elaine began to strap the claws onto her wrists, the four blades on each wrist extending out past her knuckles. Duke strapped the sword’s scabbard to his waist. The instructor directed Elaine to a training dummy and told her to get used to the feel of the claws while he started with Duke.

Duke swung the sword as instructed and was once again greeted with corrections. “I know I told you not to turn your wrist when striking. Keep it straight. Control the blade, do not let it control you.”

Duke winced as he desperately tried to follow the instructor’s guidance and knew he was failing to do so yet again. He did not understand it at all. His hand-eye coordination had been measured in the 99th percentile. He should have been easily able to do this, especially with such focused instruction and his ridiculously-high stats. Yet, try as he might, the sword just did not go where he meant it to.

“Stop, stop, stop. Put the sword away.” The instructor waited for Duke to do as instructed and handed Duke a sword-length wooden dowel, really nothing more than a stick in Duke’s mind. “Use this for now.”

Duke hung his head for a moment at having been reduced to using a stick instead of a sword. He quickly recovered his motivation and followed along with the instructor through a number of exercises. The instructor’s reaction was one of surprise as Duke flawlessly executed each and every move he laid out for his student. He stopped Duke again and instructed him to perform those same moves with the sword.

Duke put the stick aside and carefully withdrew the sword, trying not to think about earlier when he had slashed his left hand open when drawing the sword with his right. He brought the sword up to the ready position, or at least tried to. The sword refused to set into the right position, angling to the side and down despite Duke’s best efforts. Moving through the sword forms was equally as unsuccessful.

“Enough. Sheath the sword and give it to me.” The instructor accepted the weapon back from Duke and gestured towards another rack of weapons. “Choose anything else to learn. I will instruct you in the Way of the Sword no longer.”

Duke started towards the rack of weapons but paused. “Why will you not instruct me in the way of the sword?”

The instructor returned Duke’s stare with coldness. His response had the solemnity of a death sentence being handed down to a criminal. “Because Vithshrek has cursed you. You will never be able to effectively wield a sword. The Way of the Sword is forever barred to you.”

This announcement got everyone’s attention. Grat was the first to speak up. “Duke, what did you do to get the God of Swords so mad at you that he cursed you?”

“That’s a great question and I really have no idea. But if that’s the reason I can’t use a sword worth shit, it must have happened soon after I arrived in this world.” Duke turned back to the rack and picked up an odd-looking weapon. It appeared to be an extended V-shaped blade about as long as his forearm attached to a handle between the open end of the blades . It tickled something in Duke’s memory, but the thought refused to surface.

“A katar. Interesting. It is indeed not a sword, more akin to a punching dagger. Take a second one and allow me to show you how it is used. If you have any affinity for it, it shall be the weapon I teach you.” Duke took the second katar off the rack and did his best to follow the instructor’s movements. Although the weapon did not resist him as the sword did, it did not feel quite right to Duke.

“Not your weapon either, I see. Try a selection of other weapons and see if any feel right to you while I show Elaine how to truly rend her foes. Take your time feeling out your selections. I am certain that you will find something that calls to you.”

The instructor spent the next hour with Elaine showing her more and more techniques to use with the claws. She was getting quite good with them as the training continued. Duke, for his part, had spent this time trying out all manner of weapons. He was good with most of them purely based on his stats, but he did not find anything that he really clicked with in the first three racks of weapons he tried.

Baslin had taken to experiments of his own. He had set up a number of tables including one for enchanting and one for alchemy. On the enchanting table he was trying to enchant various spare weapons they had picked up over time with materials he had secured in the journey through the dungeon. He frantically ran between enchanting and alchemy, seemingly just catching concoctions moments before they exploded, boiled over, burst into flames, or otherwise disastrously failed. He was grinning wildly the whole time, singing to himself and oblivious to what everyone else was doing.

Grat was practicing with his staff against the training dummies. Despite how serious he looked, it was clear from his level of effort that his heart wasn’t into the task.

Duke was now on his fifth weapon rack and had picked up a pair of rather innocuous-looking weapons. They were made out of some sort of lacquered wood consisting of a ¾ arm-length of mostly round wood with a slight taper on the long end. About a hand’s length from the thicker end, there was a wooden handle inset perpendicular to the handle. This was another weapon that tickled something in the back of Duke’s mind, but he put the thought aside as he started to move the weapons around to get a feel for them.

He found that the handles fit comfortably in his hands, and he could lay the length of the weapon alongside his forearm and still move nearly unrestrictedly. The more he used them, the better they felt in his hands. After fifteen minutes of working with them, Duke noticed the instructor’s attention upon him. With a nod, the instructor came over.

“You have found a weapon that flows with you. Not many choose a weapon like the tonfa, but it seems to suit you well.” The instructor produced a pair of tonfa for himself. “Follow along and let’s see just how closely aligned the weapon is for you. Your companion over there is a natural with the claws. Can you match her with the tonfa?”

Duke sensed the inherent challenge in the instructor’s words and fully rose to it. Each move the instructor showed him just seemed “right” to Duke. He was able to follow along easily, picking up even advanced forms with ease. It was not long before the instructor had both Duke and Elaine working with training golems to take the rote moves to a more realistic combat situation. He then turned his attention to Grat and his staff.

Hours passed as the three trained and Baslin continued to dance between his projects. Eventually, the four decided to finally take a break. It wasn’t discussed but happened in a cascade. First, Baslin shouted with excitement when his enchantment finally took hold, then Elaine stepped back from the tenth training golem she had destroyed. Next, Grat joined her in setting up their tent. Finally, Duke realized that he was the only one training and food was probably a good idea.

It was not long before food was served thanks to Baslin’s plethora of culinary-based spells and the group rolled into their tents to get some long overdue sleep.

Duke awoke to the usual system messages:

*** Well, well, well. You seem to have entered some sort of not-so-montage-y training montage. It was much more exciting when you were actively doing things. Now you are being BORING! You’re going to finish this up soon, right? Or at least kill something.

I suppose you did do some things while training. For instance, you picked up a few new Skills.

You have been granted the Meditation Skill at Novice 10

You have been granted the Skill Martial Arts Combat at Initiate 1

You have been granted Tonfa Mastery at Novice 10

You did put a good amount of work into your Abilities.

TELEPORTATION has increased to Adept 7

REGENERATION has increased to Practiced 79

OVERCHANNEL has increased to Initiate 44

FLAME DART has increased to Initiate 1

CLEANSE has increased to initiate 11

RESTORE has increased to Master 16

IDENTIFY has increased to Initiate 5

SENSE MAGIC has increased to Novice 8

INVENTORY has increased to Initiate 13

ARMOR SKIN has increased to Initiate 15

MANA DRAIN has increased to Novice 1

FLIGHT has increased to Initiate 21

You have not killed anything in a while so you will gain no experience there. Consider this a hint. Go kill something! ***

Duke took careful note of his gains, happy that his Abilities were still increasing, and the new Skills were great too. Having a Skill specific to the weapon he chose could only be a good thing – far better than a generic “blades” Skill that failed him at nearly every occasion. He intentionally ignored the “kill, kill, kill” style message.

Joining his team outside the tents, he found Baslin had been up for quite a while and had been rather busy. The table was laid out with quite the breakfast spread. All three companions were already eating, not having waited for him. He CLEANSED himself and added a small RESTORE for good measure before sitting down at the table.

Breakfast conversation revolved around the current level of the dungeon and why It was so different than previous ones. It was clear that this level was focused on teaching and training but that didn’t align at all with any of the other levels. All considered it odd but were largely enjoying the break. The conversation ended with Elaine locking Grat down with a deathly-glare and a simple phrase, “Don’t even think of saying it.” He closed his mouth and went back to eating, suppressing a grin.

After breakfast, Baslin practically dragged Duke to the enchanting table. At some point, the table had been covered with a fine red silk cloth with golden fringes and tassels on the corners.

“Well, aren’t we being fancy.” Duke quipped.

“If you have finery, do not let it sit idly by, molding away in a storeroom. Display it so that others may enjoy its presence as well.” Baslin smiled as he reached for the cloth.

“Right. If you’ve got it, flaunt it. Gotcha.” Duke responded and Baslin raised an eyebrow.

“I’m not getting into idioms right now. I have something to show you. And you’re going to love it. Really. At least I hope so. So many great materials to work with now. Giant bones, golem parts, dire beasts, so much. So much! Anyway, I digress.” Baslin drew the cloth off the table with a flourish. “Here you are, Duke. Try these out.”

Duke reached down and picked up the pair of ebon tonfa revealed. They were made of some substance that looked like wood and felt comfortable in his hands but were astonishingly dense. As he looked closer, he saw that there were runes inlaid throughout their construction. He tried a few blocks and strikes with them and felt their strength resonating with his own.

“These are amazing, Baslin. Thank you. What are they made of?” Duke twirled the tonfa in his hands, finding that they were perfectly balanced for him.

“Primarily the thighbone of that forest giant but I have enchanted them for durability. You went through so many pairs of wooden ones in training that I knew you needed something that could handle your full strength. These are enchanted all the way up to the equivalent of Tier Eight material. They should be able to handle your strength for at least for another Tier or two. That is, unless your growth accelerates again. Then, we will need to find something even stronger. Go practice with them.”

Duke thanked Baslin again as he headed towards his waiting instructor and the hours more training he was expecting. He triggered his IDENTIFY Ability as he walked. His smile grew as he read the item’s information.

*** You have found Duke’s Hitting Sticks. These weapons were crafted by Baslin the Best specifically for Duke to use. They have been enchanted to extreme durability. There is little on the Mortal plane that can harm them. ***

“Are you ready to begin your advanced training?” The instructor addressed Duke as he approached.

Duke smiled and gave a bow. “I am ready.”

“Good.” The instructor produced a pair of his own tonfa that gleamed with an inner light. “Strike me.”

Duke surged forward, striking with every technique that the instructor had taught him. Each and every one was countered or blocked easily. Each time the instructor blocked Duke’s strikes, his weapon flashed a bright white. Duke increased his tempo, varying his attacks but achieving no better result. Finally, Duke poured his full strength and agility into his attacks, blurring from sight. The fury of his attacks could only be seen as strobing lights as the instructor continued to block each and every move. Finally, the instructor stepped back and Duke ceased his attacks.

“Excellent. You have mastered the basics, and your underlying ability is far above normal. Why were you unable to strike me?” The instructor asked.

“You were able to match my speed and strength. You also know each and every move that you taught me and were able to predict my patterns.”

“You have been paying attention then. You are correct. Now, let’s move beyond the rote. You have a Feel for the tonfa, but you must learn the Heart of the weapon and for true mastery, you must learn the Soul of the Tonfa. This is not like a sword that was made for a noble brat. This is not a bow that is used to put food on the table. This is not a stiletto, used to stab in the dark. The Tonfa is a peasant’s weapon. It is used to fight the oppressive soldier that has come to take the last scrap of food from the peasant’s table. It is, in essence, a weapon of freedom.”

Duke felt his PURPPOSE flare in response, agreeing with the instructor’s words. He set his jaw and searched inside for the link between this weapon and his PURPOSE. The words of the instructor fell away from his ears as he concentrated on the tenuous link. The training area faded from his sight, the entire dungeon level dissolving into nothing as he felt the links from the pair of tonfa he held travelling up his arms, through his chest, and connecting with his heart. From within his heart, he could feel the upwelling power of his PURPOSE.

That enormous drive for freedom above all things washed over his whole body in a flash. He could feel the heat of its power suffusing his muscles, washing over his brain, and filling him completely. He enjoyed it for a few moments as the sense of power it brought was more addictive than any drug. He then concentrated all his considerable willpower into pulling the feeling from him and focusing it on the path between his weapons and the heart of his PURPOSE.

Increment by increment, the power withdrew from his brain, from his legs, and from all other areas. It concentrated like contained lightning, crackling against its bindings. His PURPOSE railed against being restricted for it was a force of freedom. Duke could feel the strain but continued to force and concentrate the connection until, finally, his PURPOSE fully connected with the weapons. The relief as he released his PURPOSE was like falling into a cold pool on a hot summer’s day. It both shocked and relieved him, soothing the burning throughout his system.

Duke’s eyes opened to find that he had fallen to his knees, and everyone was surrounding him again. He was greeted with a system message that forced its way into his consciousness.

*** Congratulations, you have achieved the Heart of the Tonfa. Your Skill with this weapon has been automatically advanced to Adept 1. You will find it easy to use this weapon as it will move with you in synchrony. Continue to learn the weapon’s true secrets to advance your Mastery and learn the Soul of the Tonfa.

Due to the ordeal you endured and the intense focus of your willpower throughout, you have expanded your Psyche by 10 points. ***

“Are you alright, Duke?” Elaine asked.

“I am better than alright. I have achieved the Heart of the Tonfa.”

“What in the name of the seven does that mean?” Grat asked.

“It means that his instruction here has concluded.” The instructor bowed in Duke’s direction and smiled as he straightened up. “You may continue to practice as you like and I will continue to train the others, but I can teach you no more. Anything you learn from now on will be along the path of the Soul of the Tonfa and must be discovered by yourself.”

“Thank you for showing me the way.” Duke replied.

“It is my PURPOSE to teach those willing to learn.” The instructor responded and then turned to Elaine. “Do you wish to continue your training?”

“I do.” Elaine responded.

The instructor nodded then beckoned her forward. “If you all would give us some space, my student is going to attack me…with her true claws.”

Elaine’s eyes shot to the instructor, alarm etched into her features. It took a moment for her to regain her equilibrium before shrugging and morphing into her bear form. The instructor only smiled in response. She thundered forward, slashing at the instructor with one paw while the other sought to spear his throat. He slipped around her blows, tapping her on her ursine nose. With a growl of frustration, the fight was joined in earnest.

Duke had seen Elaine fight before on numerous occasions but never against a foe so able to shrug off and evade her attacks. She put enormous power into each strike but still managed to keep her balance centered. There was a natural grace to her movements that was rather terrifying. Such powerful blows should pull her off-balance but the bear form moved to keep her stability in place.

The pair battled back and forth for nearly an hour before Elaine collapsed to the ground in her human form, exhausted. The instructor stepped back and admired her. “You have that form nearly mastered. I do have to ask why it is the form you chose. There are so many more that could serve you well.”

Elaine responded between massive gulps of air. “Nothing dares stand between the mama bear and her cubs. That is what I want for myself, what I have always wanted. I will protect my children from anything that would dare bring them harm.” She spoke with such conviction that her words hung in the air like an oath.

“If you truly wish to be the protector, you must change your style. You leave yourself open to counterattack too often. The mama bear that dies protecting her cubs from a single predator leaves them to the mercy of dozens more. Learn from this.” The instructor stepped back and turned to Grat. “Your turn?”

Grat held his staff out in front of him, studying it for a long pause. “This is a weapon, true, but it is not my path. I know what I need to know.”

The instructor inclined his head in acknowledgement. “Then you all have finished here.” He made an arcane gesture in the air and faded from sight. His voice carried a single message, “Your path is open to you. Proceed and finish the trials with my blessing.”

Duke and Elaine both looked at each other as they simultaneously noticed a change in each other’s martial robes. They had changed from white to yellow. Duke chuckled and turned to help break up camp yet again.

“What has you chuckling?” Baslin asked.

“I am betting that our robes will turn orange after we complete the next test that qualifies.” Duke responded.

“What makes you so sure?” Baslin inquired, wondering what Duke was on to now.

“This dungeon level is drawing a fairly close parallel to the Shaolin training methods from my world. Their teachings fall under the general category of martial arts. Within that general category, there are most often colors depicting rank. They range from white to yellow to orange, all the way up to black. That is my guess as to what the progression will be. We’ll find out if I’m right soon enough.”

The group moved on to the next chamber.

            

    
        Chapter 48

    
    
    
    
                As it turned out the next three chambers were largely unremarkable in their training.  They focused on balance, speed, and reflexes.  All things that Duke excelled at and Elaine could perform admirably in as well.  As there was no advanced training offered in these chambers, they moved past them quickly.

The tenth chamber greeted them with four separate instructors, apparently one for each of them.  The group split up to approach an instructor each.  The only instructors that seemed particularly interested were Duke’s and Elaine’s.  Grat’s and Baslin’s trainers greeted them but offered them little more than a nod.

Duke’s instructor offered a full bow and greeted him.  “Welcome true student.  I see you have succeeded through several chambers to arrive here.  This is good.  Dedication to one’s studies is key to success.  This chamber is to take what you have learned and hone it even more.  This will prepare you for the challenges to come.  Are you ready to begin?”

Duke smiled.  “I am quite ready.”

Teaching began as his instructor began to teach him how to flow his attacks and defense together into a cohesive whole.  He learned ways to read his opponent from their stance to how they balanced their weight.  It was not long before his enhanced XENOGLOSSIA and Intuition were once again combining to provide him with advantages. 

Hours later, Duke was able to read the moves of the instructor before they came.  He found himself anticipating kicks and punches before they were thrown.  All of this gave him what felt like a sixth sense when it came to combat.  That was until his instructor changed his body language entirely.  Duke found himself blocking punches that were never thrown only to be struck by a follow-up blow that he did not anticipate.

“How are you doing that?” Duke finally asked in exasperation.

“Doing what?”  The instructor responded as if providing a leading question.

“You are tricking me with your body language down to such a fine level, I have no idea what’s coming anymore.”

“Ah, so I was correct.  You were able to counter me far too quickly, so I surmised you were able to read my body language.  I simply changed how I moved to match an automaton.  What you were perceiving as muscles moving were simply false indicators.  That ability of yours is useful, for sure, but not everything will provide you with such clues.  Here, you must learn to read the strikes as they are coming and react before they hit you.  Now let’s begin again.”

Over the course of countless hours of training, Duke learned to feel attacks coming from different directions and dodge, block, or even counter them.  This lasted until a second instructor joined in and things got significantly harder.  Duke learned to evaluate multiple attacks simultaneously and decide how to respond.  Some blows he found were just better to accept as they were not damaging enough and offered him an opportunity to counter-strike effectively.

When the third and fourth instructors joined in, Duke found himself moving too fast to think about what he was doing.  He simply read the flow of the fight and became one with it, striking, blocking, and slipping blows faster than he could think. 

After a seeming eternity, something changed, and Duke was able to see the fight from a new perspective.  It was as if his body were continuing to fight on its own and Duke was able to step back and watch.  It was from this altered consciousness that Duke was able to read things more clearly.  He planned attacks and was able to set sequences into motion that ultimately led his opponents into poor positions he could take advantage of.  After the fourth such sequence, all the instructors collectively took several steps back and waited for Duke to stop.

When he did return to full consciousness, he found himself dripping with sweat and blood.  His combat robes were tattered into little more than shreds of cloth tied around his waist, and he could feel bone-weary exhaustion throughout his body.  He reflexively activated RESTORE and CLEANSE, feeling a bit better afterwards.

“Congratulations, Duke.  You have completed your initial combat training, albeit to a degree I have not encountered before.  You are more than well prepared for the lessons to come.”

Duke looked down at his Orange martial robes and turned back to the rest of his group to show them he was right about the color change.  They were all staring at him dumbfounded. 

“What?” Duke asked, confused.

“You are an absolute monster.” Elanie responded, sporting her own orange robes.

At some point the tents and full camp had been set up. Duke figured that they had gotten good at setting up camp by now as they had done it several times.  He didn’t recall them setting up this time but he had been a bit distracted.  One thing that struck him as odd was the half-meter red-stained wall surrounding the camp.

“What’s with the wall? Duke asked.

“It is there to keep the blood from flowing through the camp.”  Baslin responded with a pointed look at Duke.

“What on Earth do you mean by that?”

“Do you have any idea how long you fought for or how much you were injured in the process?”  Elaine inquired gently.

“This is going to be bad, isn’t it?” Duke responded.

“My training here stopped three weeks ago, Duke.  Three weeks.”  She replied.

Duke stared back at her in dismay.

“And there was so much blood from your fighting that it started running into camp!”  Grat added forcefully.  “You have to learn when to stop or at least take a break.  You must be starving, you haven’t eaten anything in like a month.”

Duke was indeed hungry, but nearly as ravenous as he should be. That confused him until Baslin spoke up.  “I conjured food into his stomach.  It’s a rather advanced Spell but useful in very specific circumstances.  This is not one that I had anticipated.  A more typical use for such a Spell would be to maintain the strength of mages participating in an extended ritual.  That might take a day or two at most.  This.  This was extreme.”

“Thanks for that, Baslin.  And sorry, everyone.  I had no idea that I was fighting for that long, or that I was spraying blood all over the place.”  Duke winced as he thought about the volume of blood it would have taken to cause it to coat the area as much as it had.  He activated a CLEANSE with an extra 1,000 Mana to clean the area, following it up with an equally enhanced RESTORE.

Duke’s first instructor from this chamber spoke up.  “The blood was not all yours, Duke.  In fact, towards the end of your testing, very little of it was.  When your companion called you a monster, she may, in fact, be correct.  No simple human could have fought for that length of time with that ferocity.  Please take some time to rest before moving on to the next chamber.”

Duke started to walk over to his companions only to discover that his entire body locked up with pain, as if every muscle in his entire body cramped up at the same time.  He stumbled three steps before the floor rose up to greet him as he passed into blessed darkness.

He awoke to find himself in his own tent with no recollection of how he got there but he felt good.  That surprised him greatly, especially since he really felt like he was in top shape, like the ordeal he had put his body through hadn’t happened at all.  What the hell is going on with me?  His thoughts were interrupted with system messages:

*** Whoa boy.  You really stepped into it this time.  You turned combat training into more than 500 hours of non-stop physical and willpower conditioning.  That was something to watch – no one dared interfere because they were scared to do so.  We couldn’t look away – it was just too much fun to watch.  You have pushed your body and mind past previous limits which may not be the smartest thing to do but it was fun to watch.

Agility + 10

Strength +10

Endurance +25

Reason -20

Intuition +10

Psyche +25

Your Skills and Abilities related to physically fighting have been drastically altered.

Dodge has increased to Practiced 30

Martial Arts Combat has increased to Adept 10

Meditation has increased to Initiate 10

Tonfa Mastery has increased to Adept 100

REGENERATION has increased to Adept 25

MENTAL FORTITUDE has increased to Initiate 20

CLEANSE has increased to Initiate 12

ARMOR SKIN has increased to Practiced 51

You have gained a new Ability.  COMBAT SENSE is gained at Novice 10. This Ability allows you to step back into your mind during a fight.  This allows you to perceive more of the world around you, fully utilizing all your senses.  Your perception of time slows while in this state making you more able to see opponents' incoming attacks and respond.

You have pushed beyond your limits again.  You benefited greatly from this as it was entertaining as hell. ***

Duke ran through the changes in his head and realized that the drop in Reason wasn’t a particularly good thing.  It was already his lowest stat so he decided to finally spend more of the points he had been hoarding, bringing it all the way up to 300.  It would still be his lowest stat but it would be in the same realm as the others.  The headache from the stat boost only lasted a few seconds.  Duke wasn’t sure if he was getting used to the changes or if his amped-up REGENERATION was coming into play.  Either way, he was glad to CLEANSE himself and get going.

He emerged to find the entire rest of the camp packed up and the rest of the group seemingly ready to leave.  Elaine gave him an impatient stare.

“Have a nice nap?”  Grat asked, his voice dripping with sarcasm.  “I don’t think anyone planned on spending a year in this dungeon, but at this pace, we’re going to get there.”

Baslin shook his head but decided not to speak on the matter.  Duke didn’t have any qualms about speaking up.  “Time runs differently in the dungeon.  We could be in here for a year and it might only seem like days out there.”

Baslin decided it, indeed, was time to speak up on the matter.  “But the flow of time in the dungeon does not seem to be consistent at all.  There have been times when Duke was in here for weeks that seemed to be only minutes to me.  Other times, it has been relatively the same time.  I suppose we can do experiments to find out what causes time to pass differently or what causes it to vary, but that is for after we finish this thing.”

“Sure, we can get going.”  Duke pulled his tent into his INVENTORY and looked back to the rest of the crew.  They seemed a bit disheveled.  He graciously extended RESTORE and CLEANSE their way.  For some reason, they still didn’t look happy with him.  Ungrateful lot.

“OK, out with it.”  Duke demanded.  “You all look like you’re measuring my back for knife placement.  What’s going on?”

Elaine was the one to address the issue.  “Duke, we all are your friends, your companions.  We have shared goals and, at least for Grat and I, a shared PURPOSE.  We are all driving towards the same goal here.  But it seems that you are getting lost along the way more and more.  You just spent nearly a month in this single room training so hard and so long we ran out of words to describe it.  You are growing stronger than any of us had ever imagined possible.  We know you came from another world and, quite frankly, we are afraid of what you will turn into.”

Duke noted the others’ heads nodding along as she spoke.  “So, I’m the big scary monster now?”  Duke replied.

“Don’t be childish.”  Elaine admonished him.  “You have always been a big scary monster.  Just now I am worried that you are losing your focus and only concerning yourself with growing your power by forsaking everything else.”

“Oh.”  Duke replied, trying to think through what Elaine had said and what she meant.

“OK, he’s still the big, dumb, idiot he has always been.  We can move on.”  Grat added.

“Well, thanks for that, Grat.”  Duke chuckled.  “Yes, I’m still me and you do have a point, Elaine.  I am very focused on building my power.  But it’s not for some mad goal.  I need to be, for all of us to be, powerful enough that anyone who even thinks of taking our freedom away is going to get their teeth shoved down their throat.  I need to be powerful enough to protect those I care for.  So, yes, I am grabbing at all the power I can get my hands on.”

Baslin responded gravely, “Duke, do you know how many despots have approached things from that exact same perspective?  I don’t really know much about your home, none of us do, but here, there is some truth to the thought that power is needed to protect you and yours.  Just don’t neglect or harm yours to gain that power.  Make sense?”

“Yeah, I get it.  There’s a long list of people who did some truly horrific things to get into power and, in many cases, even worse things once they got there.  If I even start to look like that, I need each and every one of you to set me straight.  I’m goal-oriented and I know that I can focus too heavily on the task ahead of me and get tunnel-vision.  But look at what has happened to me and all of you in just the short time I have known you.  Grat, Elaine, the both of you were nearly cooked for dinner by some monsters from the very caves this dungeon sits in.  Baslin, you had your entire tower destroyed by freaky mage-hunters.  I was able to save Grat and Elaine, but I couldn't do shit about your tower, though.  Well, maybe.  I don’t know.”

“Don’t worry about the tower.  I can rebuild it if I really want to.  At this point, assuming they haven’t removed the rubble, I bet your RESTORE Ability could do it too if you apply enough Mana.”  Baslin trailed off as he realized what he had just said.

Duke picked it right up.  “Yes, with enough Mana. With enough Mana, I can do things like that.  We all can.  Don’t think I didn’t notice Elaine as a kaiju bear wrestling with the titanic skeleton.  That’s power.  But the army that I pulled from the ranks of the undead is also power.  One-on-one, I’d take on anyone at this point.  I might not win, but you can bet that they wouldn’t walk away easily either.  But taking on the king’s army?  Yeah, there are things I can do that would possibly work.  Arcing LIGHTNING with 100,000 Mana would probably clear a wide path through them.  But that’s what we need an army of our own for.”

“And here I was thinking we would just quietly infiltrate the capitol and do what we needed to do without involving the lives of the mostly innocent.”  Baslin responded with a pointed look.  “Why do you think I allowed them to tear my tower down?  I wanted to come to the dungeon.  I wanted an adventure.  I know that they can’t sense us while we are in here which will make them think us dead.  With us dead, they will go back to business as usual and relax even more.  Then we can even more easily slip in and save who you want to save while cutting the king’s reign short, if we even need to do so by the time we get there.”

Duke stared at Baslin, stunned.  “You really could have stopped them?”

“Of course.  I told you as much when we came thought the portal.” Baslin replied.

“Right.  We’re all a bit warped.  Let’s just get on with the next chamber.  We’re not even a third done with this level and I’m suddenly tired of it.”  Duke turned to the passage and entered, not looking back.

            

    
        Chapter 49

    
    
    
    
                It was no surprise to anyone that the group followed Duke into the next chamber.  The single instructor greeted them with what amounted to an agility course.  Duke didn’t wait for the instructor to even begin speaking before he nodded at Elaine and the two of them tore through the course.  Her stats were not on par with Duke’s but they were far beyond any baseline human at this point.  She was a Tier Three Druid with specialization in animal forms – that in and of itself was enough to boost her physical stats to a phenomenal level.

Not more than five minutes after entering the chamber, the group was moving on to the next.  This one was no more entertaining.  It focused on building endurance by holding awkward poses for extended times.  Elaine and Duke both laughed at the instructor.

“What is the hardest pose to hold?”  Duke asked.

“One-handed, inverted lotus.” The instructor replied.

“Kindly demonstrate it please.”  Elaine jumped in, agreeing with Duke’s approach.

“Very well.” The instructor got into a handstand, then folded his legs and lifted a single arm to hold against his stomach.  After several seconds, he rolled back to his feet.  “That is the one-handed, inverted lotus pose.”

“Like this?” Duke asked as he landed in the pose from a front flip.  Elaine landed next to him, and a bit later assumed the pose.

“Why, yes, that is correct.  You must hold that pose for a full minute to pass this chamber.”

Two minutes later, the group was on to the thirteenth chamber.  “Is it me, or do these chambers seem a bit out of order to you?”  Baslin asked.

Duke shrugged.  “No idea, but let’s hope they stay this easy.  We might actually get out of here before too long.”

Duke was interrupted by a loud slap.  He spun around to see Grat holding his cheek.  Again.  “I didn’t say anything!”  He protested.

“You rubbed off on him!”  Elaine accused.

Duke chuckled and led the group into the next chamber.  This one had several large and bulky objects and long poles.

“Welcome to the thirteenth chamber.  Here I will test your strength and teach you how to build it up to our standard.”  The instructor gestured to the objects scattered throughout the chamber.

Duke calmly stepped up to the largest loose object he could see in the chamber and casually picked it up.  Or at least he tried to be casual.  It turned out that even though he was impossibly strong, awkward objects were still awkward.  He struggled to balance it as he lifted it but eventually managed to get it stabilized by arching his back and resting the weight against his chest.  The boulder was far bigger than his entire body, but he managed to hold it steady by a pair of the numerous steel loops embedded within.

“Is this what you mean by testing my strength?”  Duke asked the instructor.

The instructor stared incredulously at him and thought for a moment.  “You can kindly put down the anchoring weight now.  You have made your point.”

“I wasn’t supposed to pick that up?”  Duke asked as he slammed the boulder down causing the whole room to shake.

“No, that was not meant to be picked up, but it was rather impressive.  What is a creature like you doing in the training construct?”  The instructor asked.

“Just trying to complete the dungeon and if I learn a thing or two along the way, that’s great too.”  Duke replied.

“There is nothing for you to learn in this chamber.”  The instructor announced to Duke.  “Are any of the rest of you interested in intensive strength training?”

Baslin laughed, shaking his head.  Grat simply pointed at Elaine.  “She’s strong enough for the both of us.”

The instructor turned to her and then pointed to the various objects around the room.  “Show me what you can do, and we’ll see how much you need to train.”  She smiled in response and turned to the equipment.

Elaine managed to heft most of the items for strength training but was unable to lift the final five.  She sat on the floor, gasping for breath as her exertions had pushed her to her limits.  The instructor seemed to be a bit brighter as he explained, “You have done enough to pass the trial of this chamber, young lady.  I can teach you the secrets of greater strength if you would like.”

Elaine looked to Duke, as if to ask permission.  “He asked you, not me, Elaine.  You’re a big girl.  Speak for yourself.”

The fiery look he got in response chilled Duke as he realized that the only thing preventing her from punching him around the room was her complete exhaustion.  As the realization dawned on his face, she turned back to the instructor.  “Yes, please instruct me.  And take as LONG as you think you will need.”  She stared dead at Duke as she delivered the last statement.

The instructor perked up.  “Then let’s begin.”  He waved his hand at Elaine, and she was on her feet, looking refreshed a moment later.  She bowed to the instructor, and they began.

The first thing you must realize is that almost nothing is too heavy to lift.  Here, rest your arm on this large stone and lift this small stone without moving your arm, just your wrist.”  Elaine managed to lift it with some strain.

“Now, lift it by keeping just your elbow in contact with the stone.”  She did so far more easily.  He nodded and smiled.  “What was different?”

She pondered the question for a bit before answering, “I could get more of my arm muscles involved when I lifted it the second time.”

“A good answer and one I will expand upon.  The key to lifting things is leverage.  Your wrist and elbow both act as fulcrums to provide leverage.  The longer the lever, the more force you can provide. Understand?  Your forearm is a longer lever than your hand.  That is the power of leverage.”

“OK, that makes sense, I suppose.  I’ve never thought of it that way.”  Elaine responded introspectively.

“Few do, my student.  What most people do not understand is that your bones and muscles provide leverage, but they are limited.  The most powerful form of leverage comes from your mind.  It is your own willpower that moves things in truth.  Your muscles are but an instrument of your will.  In our world of magic, your willpower can focus magic to provide you extra leverage.  This works in all things.”

Elaine focused on her instructor as he led her through exercise after exercise designed to focus her willpower into her physical actions.  It took three days, but at the end of training, Elaine picked up the last object that she had struggled to move before.  Everyone cheered for her, including the instructor who had an additional gleam in his eye.

Elaine stopped short and got the far-off look that evidenced a system message.  Her eyes grew wide with shock and a broad smile spread across her face.  “Thank you for your instruction!”

“It was truly my pleasure.  I wish you a triumphant journey through the rest of the trials.”  The instructor bowed and faded into light that quickly dissipated before their eyes.

Grat gave his wife a hug and asked.  “What was the message, love?”

Her smile didn’t waver as she whispered in his ear.  He exclaimed, “Really?  That’s amazing!  How many of these have we missed in these chambers that Duke just blasted us through?”

“Many, I suspect.”  Elaine responded.

“OK, so what happened?  What did I make us miss?”  Duke responded.

“I now have a new Ability!  It’s called STRENGTH OF THE MIND, and it allows me to effectively add my Psyche to my Strength when I focus on being stronger.  A new Ability!  And I didn’t even tier up!  This is spectacular!”  Elaine’s celebration was infectious and the whole group found themselves smiling.

Duke leaned over to Baslin.  “Are Abilities that unusual and hard to get?”

Baslin looked at him suspiciously.  “Yes, Duke, Abilities are exceedingly hard to get.  Most classes only get one per Tier.  Some, like mine, gain more, but certainly no base classes do.  An extra Ability for her is monumental, especially one that dovetails so well with her current Abilities.”

“Oh.”  Duke responded quietly, deciding not to bring up his own Ability list.  There were only 32 on the list, after all, and he rarely used more than a third of them.  Yes, he decided that sharing that with the group would bring everyone’s mood down.  Instead, he jumped into congratulating Elaine.

Baslin noted Duke’s silent contemplation before he joined in the celebration but decided not to comment upon it.  It would be a conversation for another time.

The next chamber struck Duke as more of a zoo than a training area.  There were wild animals in each corner of the room.   A tiger, a leopard, a snake, and a crane occupied the corners of the room. The center of the room, however, was dominated by a creature that Duke could only describe as a dragon. 

It was long and sinuous with four short, clawed limbs – two near the head and two further back, about 2/3 of the way down its body.  The head was like nothing Duke had ever seen.  It had had five horns across its forehead ridge with tentacle-like whiskers around its mouth.  The entire body except for the face was covered with feathers that reflected the room’s light in all the colors of a rainbow, like an oil slick.

The instructor stood in the doorway and greeted the group.  “Welcome to the fourteenth chamber.  Here, you shall learn to fight as the greatest creatures of nature fight.  You will learn-”

Elaine interrupted.  “What?  These creatures?”

A moment of confusion brushed the instructor’s face.  “Yes, these creatures.  We will-“

Elaine interrupted him again, poking him in the chest.  “Where is the fucking bear?”

“The what?”

“Let me ask you again real slow so that your tiny little magic brain can understand.  Where.  Is.  The. Fucking. Bear?  Was that clear enough for you?”  Elaine punctuated each word with a poke to the chest.

Grat facepalmed but Duke added to the flabbergasted instructor’s confusion.  “You had better come up with an answer right quick, my friend.  She’s liable to tear your arm off if you don’t.”

Baslin, for his part, had walked around the entire confrontation and was attempting to strike up an excited conversation with the dragon and the dragon seemed to be into it.

Duke walked over to join Baslin as Grat considered restraining Elaine, but he seemed to be thinking better of the idea.  She seemed to be genuinely pissed and he knew better than to stand in her way at that point.

“It seems that you have found a friend, Baslin.  Hello, I am Duke.”

“A Duke?  In this training dungeon?  Really?  That is a rather novel occurrence.  Given the time I imagine has passed since anyone has made it this far into the dungeon and the cannibalization of so many other floors, I expect that any kingdom of men that I would have known has passed into dust and you are a Duke of some new kingdom.  Welcome, Your Grace to the fourteenth chamber.  My name for mortals is Fulong.  I do not give out my true name for reasons that hopefully you already understand.”

Duke considered correcting the dragon but just didn’t have the mental energy with Elaine still loudly berating the instructor behind him.  “I am pleased to meet you, Fulong.  How long have you been in this dungeon?  Or better yet, oh, how do I ask this without being rude?  I really have no desire to offend but are you native to the dungeon or have you come from outside?”

Fulong chuckled.  It was a sight to see as his feathers rippled along the length of his body and his whiskers jiggled around.  “Oh, yes, that could be a rather touchy question.  You could so terribly bruise my ego with such a question.  How dare you, a foolish mortal, deign to ask a great and powerful dragon such a foolhardy question?”  Duke tensed momentarily, ready to fight the dragon before Fulong burst out in loud peals of laughter.  Duke’s tension relaxed and Baslin joined in the mirth.

“Oh my dear, Duke, that is a valid question.  But the question that will warp your grey matter is this:  Does it matter?”  He smiled broadly showing off his half-meter fangs.

“So, what Fulong and I were discussing before you interrupted us, Duke, was-“  Baslin was interrupted by the roar of an enraged bear.

Duke and Baslin turned around in time to see the instructor attempt to dodge a swipe by an enormous bear paw.  He ducked and slid sideways, pivoting at his hips in a smooth motion.  It would have perfectly slipped under Elaine’s swipe if she didn’t spread her paw wide a moment beforehand.  Duke TELEPORTED into the instructor’s path and caught him before he slammed into the wall.

“Tiger style?  Overgrown alleycat.  My ass!  Nothing beats bear!”  Elaine glared murder at the tiger who had been heretofore minding its own business in its corner of the room.  It puffed up and leaped back.  The leopard did much the same as she stared it down.  By the time she got around to glaring at the rest of the room’s occupants, the snake and crane had found somewhere else to be.  Fulong, for his part, was rippling with laughter and didn’t seem to notice Eliane’s glare.

“I could, perhaps, have been mistaken.”  The instructor allowed as he stared back across the room at Elaine in her bear form. 

Elaine immediately returned to human form and smiled warmly.  “See, I knew you would come around.  Now, did you have something to teach us or was that all bluster?”

“I…I can teach you the animal forms.” The instructor stammered, still keeping his distance from Elaine.

“That sounds great!”  Duke said from behind him.  The instructor leapt into the air with a shriek.  Duke suppressed a grin.  “Oh.  Sorry about that.  I thought you knew I was here from when, you know, I caught you in mid-air.”  Duke helped straighten out the instructor’s robes with a small RESTORE.  “Better now?”

The instructor looked at Duke, then back to Elaine, and then over to Baslin who seemed to be teaching the dragon how to high-five with a whisker.  “Are you all insane?”

Grat called from beside his wife, “After all we have been through, we’re getting a bit insane, yes.  I don’t think any one of us, well, except maybe Baslin, can sit through another drawn out class of instruction.  Is there any way to speed this up?”

The instructor settled himself and donned a serious expression.  “If you feel you have learned quite enough, you may proceed straight to the gauntlet but I most heartily would not recommend it.”

Fulong whispered something to Baslin.  Baslin’s eyes got wide before a wide smile grew across his face.  “How many have to enter and complete the gauntlet in order for the level to be complete?”

The instructor’s face fell again as he replied.  “Just one is sufficient.”

“Then I nominate Duke.”  Grat said immediately.

“Seconded.” Came Baslin’s reply.

“Aw, I was kinda looking forward to it, but yeah, send Duke through the gauntlet.”  Elaine nodded in Duke’s direction.

“I guess, I’m going to run the gauntlet.”  Duke chuckled.

The instructor grinned evilly, staring directly at Elaine.  “Then, by all means, let me open the passage for you.”  A passage opened up in the wall between where the crane and snake had been.  The passage glowed crimson but was otherwise not different than any of the other passages in this level.  “Go ahead.  The way forward awaits you.”

Duke shrugged, walked over to Baslin, and pretended to hand him something as he said.  “Hold my beer!”  He then ran into the passage with a mad grin on his face.

            

    
        Chapter 50

    
    
    
    
                Duke burst into the first chamber of the gauntlet, not exactly employing all 315 points of Reason but ready to get on with actual fighting.  He had his enchanted tonfa ready to go and was eager to see what he would face.  Would it be bosses from previous levels or levels that had been lost over time?  Would it be a series of stronger and stronger dragons that he would have to slay?  Would it be golems made of exotic materials and elements that taxed his strength and skill more and more with every step?  His excitement practically glowed off him.

Duke skidded to a stop in front of the first challenge.  Before him stood…another instructor.  Duke’s excitement fell off the cliff and hit every branch and boulder on the way to splat on the floor like a cartoon character.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake.  Really?”  Duke moaned.  “This is the gauntlet?  I thought it was something special.”

The instructor spoke as if not hearing Duke’s words at all.  “Congratulations on completing your training.  Now you have entered the gauntlet and must face all ten masters in combat to truly graduate.  You will succeed or you will be found unworthy.  We truly hope you did not skip any steps along the way for you shall need all the skills learned from this academy to pass this trial.  Now prepare yourself, for I AM YOUR FIRST CHALLENGE!” 

The instructor’s shout was loud, resonating throughout the room.  Duke suspected that it was intended to intimidate the “student”.  Duke simply charged forward, with a tonfa strike aimed at the instructor’s head.  The instructor moved to block the blow with his forearm and send it aside.  Duke’s blow shattered the man’s arm and proceeded to smash through the head as well.   The instructor fell to the floor limply and the door to the next chamber opened before him.

“Um, yeah.  That wasn’t what I was expecting either.”  Duke leaned down to wipe the mess off his tonfa with the instructor’s martial robes but stopped himself, activating CLEANSE instead.  That is my single favorite Ability.  It isn’t going to win me any fights, but instant clean body and clothes.  You can’t beat it.

Duke proceeded to the next chamber with a smile on his face.  The next chamber looked exactly like the first but was slightly larger, a 4-meter cube.  The instructor stood ready for him.

“So, you have passed the first challenge of The Gauntlet.  Prepare yourself for the second.  You will find it much harder to defeat me.”  Duke could hear the capital letters as the instructor announced The Gauntlet with reverence.  Duke was not impressed.

“Sam, if it is all like this, it’s a pretty lame ending to the dungeon.”  Duke received no reply.

Instead of waiting for Duke to make the first move, the instructor attacked Duke with a series of kicks aimed to ladder up his body from his shin to his knee, to his solar plexus and then head.  To Duke’s level of Intuition, the kicks were completely telegraphed and slow.  He could have stepped past the entire series and struck a blow of his own.  Instead, he decided to experiment with it.

Duke leaned into the kicks, allowing all but the kick to the head to land.  That one, he caught, clamping his hand around the instructor’s ankle.  Duke chuckled as he realized that the kicks that did land didn’t have enough force to overcome his ARMOR SKIN and damage him.  Nor was it able to overcome his strength and even move him back.

He looked the instructor in the eye and offered a chance.  “Your kicks can’t beat even my passive defenses.  I’m much faster and stronger than you.  You give, or does the beatdown have to happen?”  He tightened his grip on the instructor’s ankle, feeling the bones beginning to creak from the pressure.

The instructor took a discerning look at his situation and the effortless demeanor that Duke presented him with.  Duke could see the moment the fire left his eyes and the instructor surrendered even before the words came out of his mouth.

“I am a poor test of your skills.  I yield and warn you not to overestimate yourself in the coming chambers.  The passage is open to you.  You may continue.”

True to his word, the passageway to the next chamber opened and Duke released the instructor’s leg.  With a nod to the defeated instructor, he proceeded to the next chamber.

Again, the room was the same, only larger, a 5-meter cube this time.  The instructor gave Duke a fierce look and didn’t hesitate to attack.

He leaped into the air; his left fist cocked for a flying blow.  Duke considered the attack.  It was considerably faster than the previous instructor had been but still much slower than Duke’s reflexes.  Duke had seen such a blow delivered in some of the MMA fights he watched from time to time and knew it was almost always a knockout blow when it actually connected.  He decided to not let it connect.

Duke slid to his right, allowing the blow to pass him by and shot his own arm into position sideways over the descending fist.  He followed just above the arm and clotheslined the instructor, adding his own forward rush to the blow.  He connected not with the neck of the instructor, but with his chin.  The blow sent the instructor flipping over backwards, completing a full rotation and landing on his feet – for a moment.  The instructor then promptly collapsed to the floor and the passageway to the fourth chamber opened.

Once again, Duke strode into the chamber finding it larger still.  The instructor stood ready for him but looked no different than the previous ones.  With a sigh, Duke spoke, “Go ahead, say your spiel.  Or would you rather get right to the part where I flatten you?”

“This student is confident.  We shall see if you have learned the lessons of the academy.”  With a flurry of claw-hand movements, the instructor shouted, “Mountain Tiger Style!”

Duke put his tonfa into his INVENTORY, feeling that they were just too much overkill and took a ready stance.  Mountain Tiger what?  Oh right, skipped that part.  Oh well. I’ll just have to go with Fist to the Face or maybe Boot to the Head.  Yes, that’s one’s a classic.

The instructor lunged forward, slashing at Duke.  He immediately noticed that this instructor was considerably faster than the last.  He was still nowhere near Duke’s league, but much faster than an average human could handle.  Duke flowed into the fight, feeling the rhythm of the instructor’s attacks and spending his time evading each strike while delivering severely cushioned blows of his own, barely touching with each strike.  The fight lasted a full ten minutes as Duke absorbed the positioning of every move the instructor attacked with. He committed them to memory and began to turn them back on the instructor to see how he defended against them.

“You learned this well in your training.  But did you learn the advanced forms?”  The instructor increased his intensity and moved to attacks that required significant flexibility and speed of motion.

Duke grinned at the increased pace of the fight, learning every move he could.  These were harder to execute, but Duke kept at them until he could feel the “rightness” of his foot placement and eventually his arms and hands. 

He then slowed himself down, allowing the instructor to land blows to feel how the claw strikes twisted and delivered more damage than expected.  His ARMOR SKIN absorbed most of the strikes, but some actual damage passed through.  Not enough to surpass his REGENERATION, but enough that it was shredding his martial robes.  He continued to fight at this slower pace until the instructor went for what Duke could only imagine was intended as a deathblow. 

Duke caught the instructor’s wrist, keep his clawed fingers a scant inch from Duke’s chest.  Duke had read the intention in the instructor’s stance and how he pivoted his hips to put all the power he could generate in a claw aimed right for Duke’s heart.

“That wasn’t very nice.” Duke admonished the instructor.  “You had better admit defeat or I’m going to have to hurt you.”

The instructor growled and attempted to pull-off a blackflip kick to Duke’s chin.  Duke didn’t let go of the instructor’s wrist and used the instructor’s own arm to tangle up his attempted backflip.  There was a tremendous amount of torque and force leveraged in the flip – much more than the instructor’s arm and shoulder could handle.  Both gave way just before Duke let go to allow the instructor to fall heavily to the floor.

“Ready now?” Duke asked.  The only response he received was the next passage opening for him.  He proceeded.

The pattern held for the next chamber – it was larger than the previous and Duke was finally feeling like he had room to maneuver.  There hadn’t been much call for it so far, but this was the fifth chamber.  His expectations were that the difficulty would start ramping up quickly from here on out.

The one glaring difference with this chamber was that Duke saw no instructor waiting for him.  His eyes narrowed and he scanned the room quickly, thinking that maybe he had missed the instructor somewhere.  He saw no sign of anyone until he felt a solid blow to the back of his left knee followed by one to his right.  His legs nearly buckled but he managed to flex hard enough to remain awkwardly standing.

Duke allowed his knees to bend as he spun around to extend his leg in a sweep.  He neither hit nor saw anything.  He was struck again from behind, this time at the base of his neck.  The blow was sufficient to get past his ARMOR SKIN but his REGENERATION was healing him at more than 9,000 points a second.  He knew that whomever he was fighting wasn’t in a damage class to be particularly concerned with just yet.  With that in mind, Duke slowly spun around, keeping a stance that largely protected his vitals.  He still couldn’t see or hear his attacker.

After several more blows from unlikely directions, Duke could feel frustration starting to boil up and decided to take another tack.  He flew up to the ceiling, placing his back to the ceiling and smiling.

“Sneak up on me now, motherfucker!”  Duke mocked.

His frustration elevated as he felt something strike him low in the gut…almost too low.

“OK, you asked for it, asshole!”  Duke declared.  LIGHTNING instantly surrounded him, crackling with blue light as it arced between his fingers, arms, legs, and occasionally to the floor.  He quickly amped up the power, arcing LIGHTNING further and further away from him as he descended to the floor once again.  After a full minute of filling the room with LIGHTNING, the smell of ozone started to become overwhelmed by the smell of cooked flesh.  Duke released his Ability and his Mana started ticking back up.

In the corner of the room, Duke saw the charred body of what may have once been an instructor, but he was momentarily distracted by the next chamber opening up for him.  When he turned back, he saw the charred corpse collapse into a pile of ash.  He waited until his Mana topped off, fired off a quick CLEANSE and RESTORE and moved on to the next chamber.

This chamber was, yet again, larger than the previous and thankfully, Duke could see the instructor waiting for him.  Duke smiled and gave his best “I learned this in a kung-fu movie” bow.

The instructor bowed back.  “Make yourself ready.”  His voice was smoother than the previous instructors and he drew a pair of butterfly swords from thin air.  With a gesture to Duke, he took a ready position.

Duke smiled and grabbed his tonfa from his INVENTORY smiling at the instructor.  This looked like a fight that he would enjoy, but not in how the instructor had expected.  Duke took his stance and beckoned the instructor forward, still grinning like an idiot.

The instructor glided forward, his steps flowing with balance and grace as he closed the distance, his swords held ready for both attack and defense.  His steps were quiet as his soft shoes muffled every step and his martial robes offered the faintest ruffle as he approached.

Duke TELEPORTED the swords to him and immediately placed them in his INVENTORY.  Before the startled instructor could react, Duke launched forward, closing the distance with his FLYING Ability.  Despite losing his swords, the instructor responded with a flurry of attacks as Duke arrived.  This instructor’s attacks were much faster than the previous ones had been and Duke found himself having to put some effort in to keep up.  He smiled at the realization.

The fight waged around the room with blows, blocks, and other moves being exchanged readily.  Duke used everything he had learned so far and found his Skills to be severely lacking.  Every attack he made was clearly telegraphed to the instructor, but it also went the other way as Duke was able to read the instructor’s body language on an instinctual level.

In the end, it came down to attrition.  Duke just outlasted the instructor, wearing him down with accumulated damage until he eventually succumbed and collapsed.  Duke caught the instructor’s falling body and laid him down as the next chamber opened before him.  He gave the instructor a quick salute and was on his way, ready for the seventh chamber. 

            

    
        Chapter 51

    
    
    
    
                The seventh chamber saw similar growth as the previous ones had and it was starting to get on Duke’s nerves.  It was the same thing over and over again.  Doesn’t this dungeon have any creativity?  This is just as tedious as the training chambers had been.  It’s great that I’ve learned a thing or twelve, but this is just too much.  It’s time to finish this so we can be done with the dungeon.

 Duke strode into the chamber, crackling with LIGHTNING and full of attitude.  The instructor standing before him offered a greeting.  “Congratulations on making it to the seventh chamber of The Gauntlet.  Few have made it this-“

He was interrupted by Duke’s attack.  It was as brutal as it was sudden.  Duke flew at the instructor at Mach 12 with both of his Tonfa extended in front of him, angled to a point.  He struck with so much force that the instructor’s body barely slowed his FLIGHT down and Duke slammed into the wall.  The instructor’s upper torso held in the air for a moment before gravity asserted itself and it collapsed to the floor with a bloody splash.  Duke took a full minute to REGENERATE his own damage but the passage to the eighth challenge was open to him.  He activated CLEANSE and RESTORE before moving on to the next chamber, not giving the mutilated corpse a second glance.

The eighth chamber followed the same pattern as the previous seven.  Duke groaned as he saw the instructor waiting for him in the center of the larger, blank room.

The instructor measured Duke’s mood and spoke with full haughtiness. “I see you have accepted that you cannot pass The Gauntlet.  You have not the will nor the skill to pass the tests.  Go back and learn your lessons well.  For then, you will have what it takes to survive The Gauntlet.” 

“That’s not it, asswipe.  See, the problem is that you are all the fucking same.  Sure, you’re going to be stronger and faster than the last generic instructor, but, in the end, you’re just another dumb clone.  I’m not defeated.  I’m fucking bored!  Now come at me, stand still and wait for me, or whatever, I’m going to wipe the floor with you just like all the others before you.”

“We shall see.”  The instructor responded with full arrogance.

Duke moved his mouth as if he was in a dubbed movie, “You killed my master.  Now you must die!”  Duke TELEPORTED behind the instructor and blasted him with 10,000 Mana worth of LIGHTNING.  The instructor spun around and launched a blazing fast series of attacks at Duke.

“Spells?  They shall not avail you, student.  How can you concentrate on casting when I am striking you over and over?”

Duke was able to keep up with the instructor but he found that he needed to start pushing himself a bit to keep his blocks and counters going.  He started infusing LIGHTNING into his pair of tonfa, incrementally increasing the Mana flow by a factor of 10 a second. When he hit 100,000 Mana, the instructor had aimed a cobra fang strike at Duke’s left eye.  The tonfa block sent LIGHTNING coursing through the instructor’s body, leaving him twitching on the floor for Duke to finish with a single brutal downstroke.

“See.  Boring.  Sam, I’m really disappointed in you.  This is tedious.”  Duke waited for his Mana to fully top off, his REGENERATION repairing all his minor wounds the fight had inflicted quickly.  He moved on to the ninth chamber.

Duke was frustrated and more than a little angry at the repetitiveness of this so-called gauntlet.  He strode into the room and growled at seeing the instructor staring back at him.

“Again?  Fucking groundhogs.”  Duke ground out through clenched teeth.  He didn’t wait for the instructor to speak, opening up with 100,000 Mana poured into a massive bolt of LIGHTNING.  It left little more than a scorch mark where the instructor had been standing.  Duke ignored the remains of the instructor and stomped his way into what he hoped was the final chamber.

There was no instructor standing in the room to greet Duke.  Instead, there was a tall black man wearing red and black robes that left his chest and stomach exposed.  His hair was shoulder-length, very thick, and unkempt.  He wore a pair of studded leather bracers and a belt that appeared to be made from the pelt of a leopard or cheetah.  He looked Duke square in the eye and simply asked, “Who’s the Master?”

Duke looked at the man, his head slightly cocked as if he was disbelieving what he was seeing.  “You didn’t just say that, right?  I’m hallucinating.”

The answer was clear and loud with more than a hint of irritation.  “Who’s the Master?”

Duke laughed.  “Not you.  That’s for damned sure.”  He charged the man barehanded, hoping for some sort of actual challenge.

The man met Duke’s charge, easily blocking Duke’s leading punch and delivered a punch of his own to Duke’s midsection.  The punch was faster than Duke had expected and connected with a red flash of energy, sending Duke flying into the far wall. 

Climbing back to his feet, Duke shook his head which was ringing a bit from slamming into the wall.  He quickly noticed that he had lost 16% of his health from that one punch.  Fucker packs a hell of a punch.  I actually have to take him seriously.

Duke blasted away with another 100,000 Mana LIGHTNING bolt, engulfing the man.  The thunder from the bolt shook the room and blasted Duke’s eardrums, leaving him temporarily deafened.  The dust quickly cleared and Duke saw the results of his attack.

The man stood in the same spot, completely unscathed.  He was now surrounded by a red, glowing energy field.  He looked at Duke and laughed.  Duke’s REGENERATION repaired his eardrums in time to hear him speak again.  “No magic this time.  Now, who’s the Master?”

Duke decided to answer with a barrage of different Abilities to see if there was anything that could get through the energy field.  He poured 1,000 Man each into FLAME DART, FORCE DART, POISON DART, ACID DART, WIND DART, ICE, and EARTH SHARD.  They all impacted harmlessly on the barrier.

The man smiled at Duke, waving his index finger in admonishment.  “I said no magic.”  He closed the distance with Duke in a flash of red, leaving afterimages on Duke’s retinas.  The side-kick that slammed into Duke’s chest bounced him back into the wall with the feeling of something breaking in Duke’s ribcage.  Duke TELEPORTED to the far side of the room to give himself some space to breathe and gather himself.

His REGENERATION was working at a furious pace to put his bones back into place, but Duke was getting seriously concerned.  He was down to nearly 80% Health, and he had yet to lay a finger on the guy who seemed to be toying with him.  He needed time to think.  He’s too fast and hits too hard to just sit back and counter-punch.  Need a new strategy. Right.  Evasion game time.

Duke rapidly TELEPORTED randomly around the room to give himself time to heal up and think.  It took about five seconds for his REGENERATION to get him back up to full.  His Mana was lagging but he still had over 200,000 Mana on tap, so he wasn’t worried, especially since his Abilities seemed to be blocked by the barrier.  He even tried a TELEPORTATION trick, but it didn’t penetrate the glowing barrier either.

Duke TELEPORTED behind the man and attacked with his tonfa.  His blow was fast and hard at the man’s head in an upstroke spinning the tonfa out to full extension.  Despite the surprise, the man managed to slip his head aside so that the blow glanced off his head and hit his shoulder.  The man grunted and spun a kick back at Duke’s head who leaned back to only be clipped by the blow himself.

The fight was truly joined then with Duke using everything he had learned combined with all his Intuition, Agility, and Strength to block, slip, and counter blows.  As more and more blows flew in both directions, Duke realized that he was losing.  He was down to less than half Health while his opponent was still above three-quarters.  He disengaged, TELEPORTING away and changing his location randomly again.

This worked for about ten seconds before one of his TELEPORTS wound up in the wrong spot and he was launched across the room again.  The blow had been tremendous, reducing his Health from 82% all the way down to 19%.  He scrambled back to his feet, waiting for his now broken left arm to become functional again and wracked his brain for a solution.  I can’t get through his barrier with my magic, and he is winning all the physical exchanges.  My ARMOR SKIN just can’t absorb enough damage.  Maybe…Gotta try it.  If I can’t use my magic on him, can I use it on me?

The man laughed haughtily, “Who’s the Master?”

Duke OVERCHANNELED his ARMOR SKIN.  It was something he had never tried before, but it was likely his only chance of surviving this fight.  He poured 10,000 Mana a second into the Ability, knowing that if it worked, he would only have about two minutes before his Mana ran out.  But in a flat-out fight, two minutes could be an eternity.  He could feel his skin strengthening as his Mana suffused it, becoming harder and thicker.

He launched himself at his opponent, attacking full-out and hoping it would work.  His opponent, knowing he had the upper hand, was eager to trade blows with Duke.  Each blow his opponent struck caused the Mana infused into Duke’s skin to flare in a golden flash of power, but no damage made it past his enhanced ARMOR SKIN.

Flash after flash erupted from Duke’s body as red-framed blows struck harder and harder with less control and more frenzy.  Duke’s own blows began to take their toll on his opponent.  The exchange of blows increased in pace as both pushed to the limit, red and gold flashing and blurring around the room.  Duke’s Mana was down below 40,000, leaving him no more than three full seconds of protection.  His opponent was finally down below 20% but Duke knew that he was going to be outlasted. 

Duke TELEPORTED away again to get a moment to think, stopping the extra Mana going into his ARMOR SKIN.  He could see his opponent was visibly winded and was taking the time to ready himself for the next exchange.  Duke knew his Mana was ticking back up by the second but not fast enough to make a true difference.  He planned for his next and last assault but paused when something occurred to him.  He pulled a pair of potions from his INVENTORY and downed them.  Immediately, his Mana ticked up by 50,000 points and began to climb far faster than normal.  Baslin had given him potions, but Duke had never thought to use them before.

Duke re-engaged his enhanced ARMOR SKIN and charged back into the fray, and not a moment too soon as his opponent had already started to move in his direction.  The fight resumed in full intensity.  Duke kept his inner eye focused on two numbers, his Mana, and his opponent’s Health.  His Mana ticked down to just over 80,000 – 8 full seconds of resistance as his opponent’s Health dropped to 14%. The intensity continued.

Duke dropped to just over 50,000 Mana as his opponent dropped to 10% Health.  The red glow surrounding his opponent intensified and Duke could feel a build-up of power coming from the man.  He TELEPORTED away again but kept his ARMOR SKIN going as he pulled another pair of potions out.

The next attack came faster than any had previously, striking Duke so hard that it penetrated even his enhanced ARMOR SKIN, dropping his Health down to 15%.  They both were on their last legs and the potions had gone flying to smash against the wall from the intensity of the strike.  Duke pulled the last two out of his INVENTORY and downed them as he TELEPORTED across the room yet again to get a breather.

With the last infusion of Mana, Duke engaged for one last furious exchange of blows.  The red glow was weaker than it had been to start and was even occasionally flickering now.  Duke’s own golden glow was getting brighter and brighter.  Finally, with a tonfa strike to the chin, his opponent was knocked back, off his feet with his health flickering at 0%.

The man raised his head from the floor, blood dripping from countless strikes.  With a feeble voice he asked, “Who’s the Master?”

Duke replied, “I am the Master!”  His opponent finally collapsed.

A red burst of energy erupted from the fallen “master”, flashing over the room and travelling beyond.  When the energy wave faded, Sam stood before Duke, fully fleshed-out.  “Duke, we need to talk.”
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                “For the love of all that is holy, don’t you dare tell me that there is another level to the dungeon that you declined to mention before.”  Duke fixed Sam with a firm gaze.  He could feel his Health and Mana ticking back up, but it would be quite a while before he was full again.

“Oh, no, Duke.  Nothing like that.  You have done it.  You have completed the dungeon and that gives you a number of options on what to do next.  I have frozen time for the next few minutes so that we can have this conversation without anyone hearing or interfering.”

“That serious?”

“Duke, I am the last.  I am the last dungeon in this world.  I only survived the Purge because I am so well-hidden.  Since I have been hidden, the only ones to ever find me before you were monster races and they all died within my walls.  So, no word of my existence has leaked out.  I do not know if those that initiated the Purge are still watching but it has been thousands of years so I can only hope that they have been lost to time.  The Overmind itself fears for my survival. “

“Sam, what are you asking me here?  You know that this experience has not been all roses for me.”

“I know, Duke.  What you have experienced has been the shambles of what is left of me.  A combination of dwindling resources and invaders that refused to leave has left me a shadow of my once greatness.  Without your help, they won’t have to Purge me, I’ll fade away all on my own.  I am begging you to not let that happen.  I can be of grand benefit to you.  Even if I am just a training dungeon like what was left of the Fifth Level was, I can be a huge benefit for your people.”

“My people?  There’s four of us, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

“Perhaps for now, but I have heard all your conversations.  I know what you stand for and what you stand against.  I have felt your growing power.  You have more than thirty thousand people waiting to join you and you are going to attract even more people to your banner, and they are going to need training.  I can do that for you.”

“Thirty thousand people?”  Duke paused as he remembered all the people freed from the dungeon by his weird, quirky RESTORE Ability. “Shit.  How the fuck could I have forgotten about all of them?”

“You were a bit busy, Duke.  But they will all be starting back off at level 0.  They have virtually no Skills or Abilities.  I can help you grow them.”

“That sounds great and all, but what’s really the deal?  Don’t you feed off people dying in here?  How is that going to help me ‘grow my people’?”

“It is true that sentients, well, really anything, dying within my dungeon would provide additional sustenance, simply having sentients within my dungeon provides more than enough sustenance to keep me fed and growing.  The more that come in, the better.  So, if one dies, that is a good amount of sustenance.  If 20 come in and train, delve, or even just stand around, that provides even more.  You are constantly absorbing Mana from the cosmos – it’s part of what makes you sapient.  When you have absorbed more than you can hold, it spills over into the environment.  Even more so when you expend Mana.  All that Mana spilling out into the environment feeds me.”

Duke had too many questions and did not know how long they had for this conversation.  “You already asked me to complete the dungeon levels and take your core with me.  Is that what you are asking me to do again?”

“Yes, but even more, I’m afraid.  I need you to take ownership of my core and plant it somewhere people can get to.  If you have ownership, you could actually live in the dungeon proper and help me to shape it into whatever you needed.”

“That sounds like too good a deal for me.  What’s the catch?”

A vibration quaked through the room.  “Our time grows short.  I cannot hold time back for much longer.  Please do as I ask.  The catch you are looking for rests in the Purge.  If they are still around, you will have to defend me from them.  I will fight them to my last, but since no other dungeon has survived on this world, I don’t count the chances of survival as a weakened dungeon as very high without help.  Take the third passage on the left – you will find me there.”

With that, there was a shattering sound that propagated across the room.  Duke stumbled as the ground shifted under him.  The room quaked for a full thirty seconds before a large central passageway opened in the far wall and was quickly flanked by three passages on either side.  As the dust settled, Duke heard something behind himself and spun around to face the new danger.  He was interrupted by a system message he couldn’t ignore:

***Congratulations, you have completed the final level of the Lake Front Dungeon.  The dungeon is now complete, and rewards are being calculated.  As the leader of the party and the sole figure to complete the final level, your rewards will be additionally enhanced. When you exit the dungeon, your final reward will be revealed. ***

“Duke!  You did it!”  Grat led the group up the entrance path to offer Duke an enthusiastically awkward high-five.  Duke obliged him, smiling.

“Man, you look like shit.  Clean yourself up already and by the Seven, mend your damned pants!”  Elaine followed Grat in turning her eyes away from Duke.

“I second the pants request.”  Baslin added.

“Yeah, yeah, got it.  I just fought like 10 consecutively harder fights, you know.”  Duke activated RESTORE and CLEANSE to bring himself back up to presentable.

“And how many of those 10 were an actual challenge for you?”  Baslin asked with a smirk.

Duke smiled sheepishly.  “Really only the last one.  I had to use potions to keep going.”

“Your REGENERATION wasn’t enough?  Wow, that must have been one serious fight.”  Grat marveled.

“It was the Mana potions that I used, actually.  I about ran out of both Mana and Health.  But I found a way to use my Mana to stop taking damage.  It was costly though.  Like 10,000 Mana a second.”

“I’m not even going to ask.  I’m just glad that you made it.”  Elaine interrupted.  “Now that we are done with the gauntlet, we are done with the dungeon, right?”

“You have completed the dungeon, but I have asked an additional task of Duke.” Sam replied.

“That doesn’t sound too ominous, now does it?” Elaine gave both Sam and Duke the side-eye and waited for either of them to explain.

“It’s nothing crazy.  Just follow me everybody.”  Duke set off down the passage Sam had indicated, not looking back to see if the rest of the group followed.  They, of course, followed.

The passageway had several turns that even corkscrewed in on themselves.  It was impossible to see the entrance to the passage by the time they got to the end.  They emerged into a room that was largely unadorned.  There was a single stone pedestal in the middle of the room with what appeared to be a red glowing gem on it. 

Duke calmly walked up to the gem, looked over to Sam, and asked, “Just grab it?”

“You might want to open up the chest in the corner first.  Once you take the core, the dungeon around you will start to lose structure.  It won’t be immediate, but you don’t want to stay in here afterwards.  Here, let me set up the exit portal for you as well beforehand.”

A glowing portal opened with a big gaudy banner above it saying “Leave this way!”  Duke also noticed the chest that Sam mentioned.  He was absolutely sure the chest wasn’t there before but he was getting used to dungeon shenanigans.  Duke nodded at Baslin to open the chest. 

Baslin didn’t hesitate.  He quickly walked over to the chest and threw the lid open.  Or at least he tried to.  The lid didn’t budge.  A look of panic crossed his features and he leapt back from the chest like it was going to bite him.

“What’s wrong?”  Duke asked, taking a step in Baslin’s direction.

“Chest won’t open.  Thought it might be a mimic.”  Baslin said, not taking his eyes off the chest.

“It’s not a mimic.  It just won’t open for you.”  Sam explained.  “Since Duke is the one who completed the dungeon, he needs to be the one to open the rewards.”

“OK, guess it’s my turn.”  Duke went over to the chest and opened it.  The room was filled with a golden flash of light that slowly reduced to a gentle glow coming from the chest.  “There’s an awful lot of stuff in here.  Anyone want to go through it all and figure it all out.”

Grat was standing over his shoulder by now.  “Well, we’re certainly not leaving it in the chest.”

Duke chuckled.  “What I meant was that I can pull it all into my INVENTORY and we can go through it when we are in a more comfortable position.  Stone floors are great and all, but I would much rather sit in a chair and go through all this stuff than sit on the hard floor.”

“I guess that works too, but aren’t we going back to the ready room after this?”  Grat asked.

Sam responded before anyone else could interrupt.  “About ten minutes after Duke does his next task, the dungeon as you know it will cease to exist.  Take what loot you can now and prepare to leave.  I don’t know if I’ll be able to speak with you after that happens.  If not, it has been truly fun watching you all progress.  I hope you are ready for the challenges that wait for you outside the dungeon.  From the sound of it, you have made some serious enemies.  Good luck.  Now, Duke if you would?”

Duke nodded to Sam and pulled the contents of the chest into his INVENTORY.  “Running through this dungeon has changed me in more ways than I can think about.  Thank you for all of it and I really do hope we can speak again.”  He stepped over to the pedestal and picked up the glowing red gem.  Duke was greeted with another system prompt that he could not ignore:

*** You have taken hold of the dungeon core of the Lake Front Dungeon.  Do you wish to take ownership of this dungeon with all the benefits and responsibilities this entails? ***

Duke indicated yes.  And then everything changed.  First, there was the sound of stone cracking and shattering.  Fissures sprouted from the walls, ceiling, and floor all around them.  Next, everything started to shake as if a tremendous earthquake had hit.

There was no discussion, no debate, no hesitation.  All four charged for and straight through the portal and the moment they emerged, it vanished.  The group stood in the center of the standing stones briefly before all the stones crumbled to dust.  Duke felt a pulse of energy from the dungeon core in his hand and another message filled his vision:

*** You have 32,117 lifeforms that you have liberated from the Lake Front Dungeon.  Now that you have completed the dungeon and taken ownership of its core, you have 10 minutes before they are released into your vicinity. ***

“Fuck!  We have to get out of here and back to the surface immediately.  Shit, shit, shit!”  Duke announced even before the rest of the group got their bearings.

“What are you talking about?” Baslin asked, stepping closer to Duke.  Elaine and Grat instinctively also stepped closer.

“We are about to have more than thirty thousand of our closest new friends show up and I really don’t want to have to ferry them all out of a cavern.  Any suggestions on where to take us so that this is not an absolute disaster?”

“Tower?” Grat asked.

“Burnt to ash.” Baslin responded.

“Council of Druids?” Baslin asked.

“Infiltrated by the king’s spies.” Elaine responded.

“Right.  Taking us up to the surface, outside the cave.  We can figure it out from there.”
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                Duke TELEPORTED the four of them to the surface, thankful that his Ability had upgraded to allow for multiple people to be included.  The first thing Duke noted was that it was nighttime.  The sky was darkened but the light of countless stars and three moons made it brighter than Duke was used to on Earth.  He glanced at the countdown timer in his HUD, noting that he had a bit more than eight minutes before everyone came spilling out of the dungeon core he was still holding in his hand, trying not to think too much about its pulsating warmth.

“We only have a few minutes to find a place to set up base.  Any other quick suggestions?”  Duke asked as he pulled out Baslin’s map and the Gem of Radiance.  All gathered around the map, thankfully not all speaking at once.

“The site of my tower is actually a good area, but we have no idea if the army is still there or if someone is monitoring the location.”  Baslin declared.

“You already mentioned that.  You really want to go back to the site of your prison?” Elaine asked, concern full in her voice.

“Good point.  Other suggestions.”  Baslin responded with more than a little emotion.

Duke felt a pulse of thought from the dungeon core which caused him to shift his thoughts as he searched the map for a location.  He pointed to a spot deeper in the forest.  “There.  That’s the spot.”

“Why there?  There’s nothing but trees and a lake there.”  Grat asked.

“This is the Lake Front Dungeon.  It is probably a good idea to set it up next to a lake.”  Duke responded, having decided to keep the thought pulse to himself.  He could feel a sense of satisfaction coming from the dungeon core.  He wasn’t sure how he felt about the connection but that was a thought for later.  Now was the time for action.

“Everybody ready?  I’ve been to this lake before so I should have no problems getting us there now.”  Duke prepared his Ability as Elaine glared at him.

“You had to say it, didn’t you?”  Elaine bit at him.

Duke winced, shrugged, and activated TELEPORTATION.  The cave entrance disappeared and all four of them appeared at the lake.  Safe and unharmed. 

************************************************************************************

None of them noticed the creature that had been clinging to the roof of the cave entrance and observing them.  It dropped to the ground and carefully made its way back into the caverns.  Its mission and goals unknowable by those who failed to observe it.

************************************************************************************

Duke’s timer was down under seven minutes and ticking away.  “We need to find a good spot for everyone to come out and then we have to figure all kinds of other shit out like what the fuck are we going to do with thirty fucking thousand people!”

“You’d need a whole city to house that many people.”  Grat franticly looked around for something.  Nobody else was quite sure what he was looking for.

Duke concentrated, felling like he was missing something.  He felt another pulse of emotion from his hand, from the dungeon core.  It was a pulse of anticipation, of need.  Duke paused in thought as a remembered thought brushed the back of his mind.  It was just out of his reach, and he mentally grasped at it.

“Thirty thousand people.  Baslin, you had better not have been joking about being able to feed an army because that’s what we’re going to need.” Elaine stared at Baslin pointedly.  “Got any spells that can make an instant city in the middle of a forest?  No?  I didn’t think so.”

Baslin looked back in all seriousness.  “I can feed that many, but I cannot house them.  At least not quickly.  I can raise buildings from the earth but not nearly that many in a short time.”

Duke nearly gave up reaching for the thought when another voice, Sam’s voice invaded his mind. “Duke, plant the dungeon here.  I can help.”

Duke noticed the timer down to four minutes and didn’t hesitate.  He touched the dungeon core to the ground.  A message forced its way into his view.

*** You have placed the dungeon core for the Lake Front Dungeon in an ideal position at the shore of a pristine lake.  Do you wish to plant this dungeon here?  WARNING:  The dungeon core cannot be moved for one full year without causing damage to the core itself after it is planted. ***

“Fuck it.”  Duke clicked on yes and stepped back.  He, and the rest of his party were thrown backwards, off the lakeshore and into the treeline.  It wasn’t as much a violent push as they were picked up and placed there, unable to resist the motion.

From the shore of the lake, a crimson glow rose up from the dungeon core.  In a matter of moments a large wooden building erected itself out of nothing. It was perhaps 50 meters by 25 meters wide and a full four stories. There were windows space regularly and glowing lanterns framed a heavy wooden door. A sign hung above the door swinging in the wind that's simply said Lake Front Inn.  The building was completely out of place in the setting, but it would have fit perfectly in any large city.

All eyes turned to Duke and he smiled sheepishly in return. “What?”

“What in the Seven do you mean what?”  Elaine asked, exasperated.  “It’s no city, but that’s…that’s something.”

Duke didn’t respond as he barely touched the ground in his sprint to be the first one inside.  He needn’t have rushed as the others spent a moment staring at each other incredulously before following him in.  He threw open the door and rushed into the large common room of a cheerfully lit inn.  There was a large fireplace glowing with a warm fire on the side of the room and dozens of sturdy wooden tables were set about like one would expect.

A bar ran along nearly the entire short wall to the right of the entrance with stools lined up along its length.  Overhead, there were numerous lanterns hanging from the ceiling providing adequate lighting.  Behind the bar was a minotaur. He was small for his race, standing a mere meter and a third tall.  His fur was stark white and his eyes a pinkish red.  His ivory horns were inscribed with intricate crimson runes of unknown origin that glowed in the subdued light of the room.

The minotaur looked up to Duke, putting down the mug he was polishing with a white cloth and smiling in his direction.  “Welcome to the Lake Front Inn.  Can I get you a drink, a table, a room, or perhaps something else?”

Duke smiled back and sidled up to the bar.  “Good evening, I’m Duke and-” He paused as the rest of the crew entered cautiously.  “That’s Elaine, Grat, and Baslin.  We’re all together so I guess we’ll take a table.  Quick question though.”  The barkeep gave him a nod to continue.  “What does it cost for a room and how many rooms do you have available?”

“Greetings and welcome to you all.  Choose any table you like, and I’ll have one of the girls come take your orders.  As for your other questions, well, this is where it gets fun for me.  The rooms are free of charge, and we have as many as you could possibly need.  Drinks range from a copper to a silver if you want something truly special and meals are two copper each.  Isn’t that right, Sam?”

“Yes, Calen, that is quite right.  No charge for rooms.  The owner makes enough from the drinks and meals that he doesn’t need to charge for rooms.”  Sam smiled at the four companions.  His smile was bright and he appeared to be quite complete.”  He waved at the barkeep and the minotaur froze in place.  “Thank you all for your help in getting me here and, Duke, a special thank you for placing me in such an ideal spot.  This location fits my nature perfectly.”

Duke felt a flash of panic as his countdown timer ticked down to the final seconds.  Sam held up a hand to forestall Duke’s panic.  “Don’t fret, Duke, all your new friends will be getting their own rooms here at the Inn.  It will be a few days before I can…Ulp, here they are now.”

A wave of energy passed through the Inn, causing the lanterns to flicker momentarily before things returned to normal.  “As I was saying,” Sam continued, “Everyone who wants a room gets a room at the Lake Front Inn.  It will be a day or two before we can offer other amenities such as a, say, training level.”

Baslin marveled at the construction around him.  “I can sense the Mana infusing this place.  We are in the dungeon.  Remarkable.”

“You are indeed.  This is truly my favorite layout for a level and with so many guests, my Mana reserves will fill up quickly.  Even faster once everyone gets a few levels, so get on that as soon as possible, yes?”

Sam turned as if to leave but paused, walking over to Duke.  “Do lean down for me a moment, will you?”  Duke acquiesced, leaning closer to Sam.  Sam grabbed him by the sides of the head and kissed Duke on the forehead faster than Duke could react which stunned him to no end.

“What the-“  Duke sputtered but was interrupted by a system message:

*** You have been blessed by the Overmind.  You have been granted a new title:  Planetary Dungeon Master.  This title grants you the Dungeon Master Subclass.  ERROR! No primary Class detected.  Assigning primary Class of Dungeon Master.  ERROR! Unable to assign Class.  Title being modified. ***

Duke felt an extreme wave of exhaustion wash over him combined with a splitting headache.  He staggered, barely holding himself up against a support column as his vision blurred crazily.

Elaine erupted into her bear form, sending chairs and tables flying away from her bulk.  Grat and Baslin both began casting but Duke managed to interrupt them as he croaked out, “Hold your fire.  Not his fault.”  He took a stumbling step towards the back stairs, gaining a bit of his equilibrium back.  “I need a room and right now.  I need to rest before my head explodes.”

In an instant, the barkeep was holding Duke up and helping him towards the stairs.  Despite his small form, he was extraordinarily strong.  “Don’t anyone worry.  I’ve got him.  I’ll get him to his room.”

“And what room is that?” Elaine asked, back in human form and leading the rest of the group to follow Duke up the stairs.

“Oh, he has the master suite on the fourth floor.  You all have rooms on the VIP floor.”

By the time they hit the stairs, Duke was able to walk on his own and his vision had become clear enough to see again.  It didn’t have the clarity that his high Intuition had gotten him accustomed to, but it was a definitive improvement.  He stumbled through his room’s door and was guided to the bedroom.  He did not notice much before he collapsed on the bed and passed out.

After a few minutes of discussion, the rest of the team went off to their rooms to sleep as well.  The next few days were going to be very full, and sleep was a priority for now after all their time in the dungeon.  Grat pointed out how ironic that was to the rest of the group’s amusement.  Regardless, they went off to their respective rooms to crash for the night.

Grat set some seeds around his and Elaine’s room to act as early-warning and traps for anyone who came into their room while they eventually slept.  Baslin set out traps in his room as well.  Paranoia was starting to creep into their daily activities but being safe for now was high on their survival lists.
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                The next morning, Duke awoke feeling significantly better.  The headache had passed, and his body was once again responding as it should.  With anticipation and, admittedly a small amount of dread, Duke went through his notifications.

*** You have received a new Title: In return for your faithful execution of a bargain that you had no true obligation to fulfil, you have been granted the Title of Dungeon Master by the Overmind.  This Title grants you ownership of the Lake Front Dungeon.  You may take command of dungeon creatures within your own dungeon as needed.  You also have immunity to dungeon creatures and traps within your own dungeon.  Should you grow your dungeon to sufficient level, you may create new dungeon cores and seed additional dungeons.  WARNING: The Lake Front Dungeon is the last dungeon on Teldin, should the dungeon be destroyed, this Title and all its benefits will cease.

You have completed the Lake Front Dungeon.  You receive:

1,000,000 experience for completing the entire dungeon

996,811 experience for defeating The Gauntlet

10 minor crystals

10 medium crystals

10 large crystals

50,000 gold coins

50,000 silver coins

50,000 copper coins

You have been granted the Mark of the Overmind.  This mark brands you as favored by the Overmind.  There are few who know much of anything about the Overmind, but to those who do, this is a badge of great honor or absolute terror.  This Mark provides a 10% increase in Psyche and the Ability to perceive the world in a full 360-degree sphere.  Range of this DUNGEON PERCEPTION is a factor of your effective Psyche, rank, and level of the Ability. ***

Duke reviewed the rewards from completing the dungeon and smiled.  The rewards were significant, and he was not sure how the new Ability would work for him.  Headaches.  It’s going to give me headaches.  But fuck will it be worth it if I can see things coming from nearly 500 meters away.  Time to see what else my notifications hold.

*** Congratulations, you have reached level 83.  You now have 301 Characteristic points to spend.  Spend them wisely, or throw them all into one Characteristic.  That would be fun too.

Your Abilities and Skills have grown yet again.  The most significant Skill gains were in Martial Arts Combat, Tonfa Mastery, and Dodge which all increased by 5 levels.  The single biggest increase in your Abilities is ARMOR SKIN which increased by a full 10 levels.  There are others, but you don’t look at them anyway so I’m not wasting my time telling you about them.

Some time ago, you bargained for the youth of your companion.  There was an initial price set for that bargain but you were given the reward somewhat prematurely.  Not my call.  Even still, you fulfilled the full terms of the bargain anyway.  For this, I will grant you a personal boon – I always fulfill my bargains.  You shall receive a vision of an upcoming threat.  What you do with the vision is up to you. You-***

Duke shook his head at the abrupt ending to the message.  He noticed that he had one more message waiting and delved into it.

*** You have brought the lone remaining dungeon of Teldin to the surface.  This has the potential for far-reaching ramifications.  Furthermore, you have pledged to protect this dungeon from those who would destroy it.  Prepare yourself for this may not be such an easy task.  The rebirth of the dungeon has been noted by a select few interested parties. 

Your entertainment value has continued to grow, and we are well pleased.  Continue to entertain us all and you will continue to be rewarded. ***

Duke sat in bed for a bit processing all that the messages entailed.  A new Title.  That makes two and since Titles seem to be a thing in this world, I need to think about it a bit more.  Every book I read that had Titles as part of their system had the hero gathering them like firewood in the fall.  Maybe they are rarer here.  Whatever the case may be, my plate is getting full.  This is going to be a long day.

Duke activated CLEANSE and RESTORE to make sure everything was in tip-top shape before leaving his room.  He paused in the doorway and turned right back around, closing the door behind him.

“I’ve got over three hundred points to spend.  No point saving them for just the right time because I know myself better than that.  I had 61 points sitting there waiting for me and I didn’t even consider using them when I was fighting that last guy.  It might have made a difference.  Time to pump up a few stats.  Agility, Endurance, and Psyche are it for now.  I’ll throw the extra one into Reason, I guess.  And now I’m talking to myself.  Fucking hell.”

Duke added 100 points to the three stats, adding the final point to Reason as he had decided.  He winced as the pain washed over him, but he was well used to it by now and it faded quickly.  Between the levels and stat increases, his Health and Mana had jumped to over 300k and 400k respectively.  He wondered how that stacked up to the more powerful people on Teldin as he had no real reference to put the number against.  He supposed he could ask the group, but he really didn’t want to be called a monster again.  With a shrug, he turned to head downstairs to see if there was some breakfast available when something caught his eye – a glowing chest in the corner of his room.  He had more loot!

Duke opened the chest and found it contained some interesting items.  His SENSE MAGIC and IDENTIFY Abilities got quite the workout.

*** You have found The Blade of the Netherword.  This dark blade is forged from the bones of heavenly creatures burned and molded in the fires of the Netherword.  It is a bane to all things holy and a boon to all things profane. ***

*** You have found the Feathered Mane of Fulong.  When this magical garment is draped over your shoulders, you are granted the wisdom of the Great Fulong (Reason +25). 

*** You have found the Dimensional Compass.  This mystical object of guidance will always point in the direction of the user’s home. ***

*** You have found the Crystal Figurine of Harmonic Grace.  This figurine hums with sonic power.  When the command word is spoken through the figurine, it will generate a barrier of pure sonic force for up to 10 minutes. ***

*** You have found the Heartstone of Gilm.  This stone can be used to summon a stone golem that will act on your behalf. ***

*** You have found Golgatha’s Hammer.  This tool is perfectly suited for forging.  It is supremely balanced and enchanted to always strike true to the wielder’s crafting intent.  It provides a +25 level bonus to all smithing Skills of its wielder. ***

*** You have found a Pocket Portal.  This item, when activated, will provide the user with access to a pocket dimension that is impervious to intrusion.  The user and up to three others may rest in the pocket dimension for up to 72 hours at a time.  All Mana and Health regeneration are increased by a factor of 3 while within the pocket dimension. When the entrance is closed, it is undetectable by most means, mundane and magical. ***

*** You have found a Gem of Soulbinding.  Using this gem will cause one item to become Soulbound to the user.  A Soulbound item cannot be lost or stolen.  If lost, it will return to the owner within 12 hours. ***

Duke gathered up the loot with a smile.  He had some ideas on how to use a few of the items but he was surely going to discuss destroying the sword with Baslin.  Fucking swords.  More trouble than they are worth.  He headed downstairs to meet up with his team.

When he entered the common room, he was greeted with sights and sounds that nearly stunned him.  The room had enlarged in an extreme fashion.  There were now, quite literally, thousands of tables spanning the room.  And most of the tables were full of people eating and drinking.  They were all dressed in simple clothes and appeared to be in great spirits, laughing and joking with each other.

When he stepped out into the room, a sharp tone rang out across the room and all conversation stopped.  Every eye in the room turned towards him in near silence.  The only sound was that of people shifting in chairs to turn and gaze upon him.  His heart skipped a beat and then decided to make up for it by racing along at breakneck pace.

A single, powerful, Contralto voice rang out, echoing throughout the chamber, “ATTENTION!  YOUR DUKE HAS ENTERED THE ROOM!”  The next second was filled with the sound of chairs scraping on the floor and feet slamming down as every single person in the room suddenly stood and crossed their fists across their chests, bringing them to their shoulders in some sort of salute.  This was accompanied by a collective “Hua!” that shook the room with its resonance.  Oh fuck me.

There were three individuals that remained seated and to a one, were doing an abysmal job at holding back their laughter.  Duke glared at them momentarily before turning to the collective room and, drawing on his officer training, shouted with all his considerable might “As you were!”  The room quickly returned to “normal” albeit with a bit more life and laughter added to conversations around the tables, and many more furtive looks his way.

Before Duke could make it to the table of his overly entertained companions, a tall, blonde woman stepped into his path.  He recognized her as the contralto voice that had called the room to attention.  She stood with a bearing that spoke of absolute confidence and competence despite her simple, peasants clothing.  As Duke processed that, his memory sparked, and he finally recognized her.

“Aurelia, is it not?” Duke asked.

Her smile was bright and warm.  “Yes, Your Grace.  I am gladdened that you remember me.  On behalf of the formerly cursed legion, I would like to offer you our heartfelt thanks for bringing us back from our terrible state and into this wonderous inn of yours.  The magics that make this possible are well beyond any of our understanding, but we are grateful, nonetheless.  We have all pledged ourselves to your service.  The Thrice-Blessed Legion is yours to command!”

Duke didn’t quite know how to respond but he did his best.  “I can’t accept an oath of fealty because I’m not a duke.  I’m simply a man named Duke.”

“You command an army of more than thirty thousand soldiers.  That is more than some kingdoms.  You are our noble leader whether you acknowledge it or not.”  Aurelia countered.

“Fine.  Whatever.  Just call me Duke.  The name, not the title.  Got it?”  Duke replied, doing his best to ignore the entirely unladylike guffaws coming from Elaine’s seat.

“It will be as you say, Your Grace.”  Aurelia responded in all dignified seriousness.

“Why don’t you come join me at my table and we can talk a few things over because I have so many questions and I’m betting none of us have the answers.”  Duke didn’t wait for a response before heading to his team’s table, smiling as he saw three empty seats.  “And Sam, why don’t you join us as well as I bet you have more answers than the rest of us.”

Aurelia and Duke sat down as Sam appeared in the third chair.  Elaine had finally gotten her laughter largely under control with only occasional giggles.  “Oh man, you should have seen the look on your face, Duke.  Oh wait, here, I can show it to you.”  Elaine produced the Wonder Window and showed Duke just how panicked and annoyed he had looked.  “Oh, yes, I’m saving that image for a while.”

“Aurelia, allow me to re-introduce the team.  This giggling delight of a person is Elaine.  Seated next to her is her husband, Grat, who is her partner in all things even if he is usually a silent partner.  This is Baslin the Best, our resident Archmage.  On your right is Sam, the voice of the Lake Front Dungeon.”  Aurelia greeted everyone at the table, even suppressing a smile of her own when Elaine produced the image.  She gave Sam a quizzical look, unsure of what to make of him.

“Sam, this Inn is incredible.  Thank you for setting it up to house all our new people.  Are you able to handle feeding them as well or do I have to make alternative arrangements?”

Sam thought for a moment before answering.  “I can provide food easily enough, but it will slow down the growth of other areas such as the training dungeon.”

Duke thought for a moment before an idea struck him. “How much Mana does it take to feed all of us?”

Sam replied, “For 32,121 people, it costs around 100,000 Mana a day to feed you all.”

Duke smiled and activated a 100,000 Mana CLEANSE that encompassed the entire Inn.  “How does that work for you?  I can pop that off a few times a day and you’ll have plenty of Mana to feed the masses.”

Sam’s eyes bulged slightly, and a smile spread across his face.  “Yes, that will do just fine.  I can even get started on the training dungeon.”

“About that.  Your last training dungeon was utter shit.  You need to do better, offer more combat to go along with the instruction, and a whole lot more variety of terrain and foe types.  I want everyone to be able to fight armored foes, be able to defend against a cavalry charge, to strike foes down from a distance, to strike from stealth, all the things needed to win a war against a more experienced foe.”

Baslin jumped in.  “Speaking of which, Aurelia, what is the disposition of our forces?  What is our average level?  Classes?  Skills? Equipment?” Duke nodded along as Baslin laid out his question chiding himself for not asking the self-same questions himself.

“We are a raw force.  Everyone is a classless level zero right now and we have no weapons or armor to speak of.”  Aurelia responded, her mood descending as she responded.

Baslin lit up with a beaming smile and shot up out of his seat.  He cast a quick spell bringing his hands to his mouth.  He then addressed the masses, his voice echoing throughout the vast common room.  “If any of you wish to learn to use magic or would like to pursue a mage-class meet me outside in one hour and I’ll get you started.”

Duke shook his head and chuckled at Baslin’s newfound energy.  “How many apprentices can you handle at once?”

“As many as we need.  Can you imagine how terrifying it would be to face down five thousand mages at once?  Most armies would piss themselves.”  Baslin beamed.

“Isn’t that against some law or other?”  Elaine asked.

“Whose law would that be?”  Baslin countered.  “The king’s law?  Not really concerned with that, are we?  Mages Guild law?  They left me to rot in my tower for decades upon decades.  They have lost any right to influence my decisions they might have had.  No, the only one I’m concerned with is our great leader over here, Duke.  And I know for sure that he’s not going to even think about stopping me.  Right, Duke?”

“Oh fuck no.  I want so many mages we can build a castle in ten minutes and have long-range spells firing from its walls in fifteen.  I want to be able to walk over any force that stands before us!”

“Not sounding at all like a despot.  Nope, not one bit.”  Grat interjected.

“Big difference there, Grat.  I’m not setting out to conquer the world.  I’m looking to liberate an oppressed people.  I’m not going to rule them afterwards.”

“Then who will, Duke?  Who will step into the power vacuum that killing off the king is going to create?  The criminals? The next-in-line nobles?  How are you going to make sure the next ruler is not as bad or worse than the current one?”

“Um, dire threats?”  Duke asked.  “Really, that doesn’t matter right now.  What matters is that we have a whole lot of work to do.  We have an entire army to get trained up as much as we can before things go to shit.  And trust me, if there’s one constant in the universe, it’s that things will go to shit.”

Grat didn’t seem satisfied with Duke’s answer but seemed willing to save the argument for later in order to address the more immediate items before them.

Before anyone else could continue arguing, Duke pulled an item out of his INVENTORY.  It was a golden sword.  He handed it to Aurelia hilt-first.  “I believe this belongs to you, General.”

She took the sword in her grip and stared at it intensely for a long moment.  Her eyes flashed back and forth as if reading a prompt and then a wicked grin formed on her face.  “My debt to you continues to grow, Your Grace.”  She stood and thrust the sword into the air shouting, “Cheers for our Duke who has brought us all back from nothing and offers to make us more than we ever were!”  An invisible wave of energy erupted from the sword and flowed through the crowd in an instant.  Backs straightened, faces grew more determined, and nearly as one, they all rose shouting Duke’s praises.

Elaine leaned over to Duke with a smile on her face.  “Yep, got that look too.  And I really like her, she’s going to be a great leader for the army.  Duke just sighed in response and rested his head in his hands.  His moment of exasperation was interrupted as his conscious mind was flashed elsewhere.
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                Suddenly, Duke was an observer in another location.  It took a quick look around to get his bearings.  He was in an opulently decorated bedroom.  The massive four poster bed was decorated with intricately carved erotic scenes highlighted with inlaid gold.  The curtains were rich violet with gold tassels.  Each piece of furniture in the room followed the same theme as well as the thick rug covering most of the floor.  A large fireplace opposite the bed was roaring with flames.

There were two figures in the room, and aging man lying in the bed with the covers up to his neck and a black-robed figure hunched over him casting some sort of spell.  Duke moved closer, somehow inherently knowing that they could not sense him.

“Your Majesty, the ritual has been completed.  You are now immortal!”

“Truly?”

“Indeed.  Rise out of bed and see for yourself.  The bonds of mortality are no longer your concern.”  The figure stepped back and stood up giving Duke a good look at his face.  It was Chopie’s pet mage!

The old man who Duke now recognized as an elderly King Chopie easily got out of bed and rose to his feet, a terrible grin crossing his features.  “I feel…that’s it.  I don’t feel at all.”

“Quite right, Your Majesty.  That body is merely a vessel.  It bears no more significance to you than a night robe.  You can discard it for another, change it, regrow it however you like.  As long as your soul remains protected, no one can truly kill you.  And I will hide this phylactery deep in the vault where no one will ever consider it of consequence.” 

“Yes, do that, my grand necromancer.  You have fulfilled the first part of our bargain.  There is but the matter of the three greater undead I have designated.  Once that is complete, you will have free reign over all the graveyards in the entire kingdom and your full Dukedom.”

“Many thanks, Your Highness.  I will hide this,” He held up a five-inch-long iron spike. “in the lower vaults where no one will search for it and will begin work on your three greater undead generals.”

“Yes, yes, yes, you do that right away.  I have an appointment with my sister.  It seems we have let our rivalry carry on too long and too far.  United, none shall stand before us!  Grow your army in the depths of the catacombs for there will be a time soon that I have will need for them.”

“I will leave you to it, Your Majesty.”  The necromancer bowed and swept out of the room.  Duke had a decision to make – to follow the necromancer, or to follow the king.  He decided that knowing where the phylactery was hidden was paramount and rushed out of the room to follow the necromancer.

The path led down dozens of flights of stairs and into the darkest of basements.  The necromancer did not seem to be bothered by the lack of light as his eyes glowed with an electric violet radiance that lit his way.  He followed down multiple corridors to an armored door that was guarded by a pair of hooded guards.  The guards silently glided aside as the necromancer approached and the door opened at his touch.

Duke took a close look at one of the guards as he passed by and almost exclaimed when he saw that it consisted of a faceless pair of glowing yellow eyes floating under the hood.  He quickly followed into the room to see the necromancer push a rack of shelves out from the wall.  He then proceeded to hammer the spike into a gap in the mortar between stones.  After moving the shelves back in place Duke was sure that no one would have ever thought to look for the phylactery there.  A smile stretched across his face and then with a violent wrenching he was back in his body.

Duke shot out of his seat, sending his chair slamming into the stools by the bar.  “Fucking lich!  The king’s a fucking lich!  Goddammit!”

“What are you talking about, Duke?” Elaine was the first to react and respond.

“I just had a vision showing the king’s pet mage to be a fucking necromancer and he made the king into a goddamned lich!  But here’s the really fun part – I know where the phylactery is hidden!”

“Are you sure?” Baslin asked?

“Quite sure.  It’s really fucking clever how they hid it too.  Sneaky assholes.  It’s in an iron spike driven into the wall behind some shelves in the vault.  Hard to get to, and absolutely would be overlooked if someone actually got into the vault.  But I know where it is and I’m going to destroy the thing.”

“That’s great and all but aren’t you skipping just a few steps.  And since when have you been getting visions?”  Grat asked.

“Well, yeah, but that vision was important – it was a reward for doing something special in the dungeon.  We now know something about what we are up against.  They are building an undead army to conquer somebody.  Since I severely doubt that they know about us here just yet, it’s got to be a neighboring kingdom.”

“Pahst?” Baslin asked.

“I doubt it.  The king was heading off to meet with his sister and it sounded like he was ready to work with her.  She must have beaten the longevity issue some way as well.”  Duke replied.

Baslin frowned but continued.  “Perhaps the same way.  It is even more imperative that we prepare our army to face the undead.  Sam, can you include that in the training dungeon?”

Sam looked over to Duke for confirmation.  Duke agreed. “Yes, Sam, you can take orders from any of the four of us.”  Aurelia seemed momentarily annoyed to be left out of that command structure but resigned herself to it rather quickly.

“OK, Aurelia, what is the mental state of everyone?  Do they remember their past lives?  Are they willing to go back to war?”

Aurelia settled herself and replied.  “We all have vague recollections of our past lives but any of our loved ones we may have left behind died of old age centuries upon centuries ago.  There are some who are not taking it well, but the majority are ready to actually do something.  We can spend the next day or two drinking and eating but beyond that, they need something to do.  Even if it’s simple dress and ceremony drills, we need activity.”

Duke fired off another 100,000 Mana CLEANSE and looked pointedly at Sam. “Get things going on that training dungeon.  Keep the Inn as a safe zone for now at least.  And most importantly, make the training truly meaningful.  These troops need to be able to fight in small squads and in large formations.  They need to be able to handle undead threats and come out on top of it all.  Aurelia, I am counting on you to select and assemble a leadership cadre so we can give them additional training.  If you have any questions, make sure you don’t hesitate to ask me or one of my core team.  I want everyone pushing towards, or at Tier Two before we engage the king’s forces.  Everyone got that?”

Elaine, Grat, and Baslin just looked incredulously at Duke. He responded with, “Did I stutter?”

“No, but you are giving orders like you know what you’re doing.  And that’s a scary thing.”  Grat responded.

“I was put in charge of an air-training squadron for a year.  I learned a few things.”  Duke stood up from the table.  “Now let’s all get to it.  Baslin, shouldn’t you be heading outside and preparing for your thousands of mage candidates?”

“Right.  I indeed should be.”  Baslin trailed off incredulously as he headed for the door.

“I’ll help you clear the foliage.” Grat offered as he joined Baslin heading out.

“Sam, show me what you have for training.  Aurelia, care to join me?  Elaine stood as well deciding where she felt she could be most useful.  Aurelia waited with Duke at the table watching Elaine, Grat, and Baslin heading for the outside door.

Duke, for his part, spent the next few minutes preparing himself for the road ahead.  There’s still the three greater undead generals that the necromancer is raising to go along with who knows how many undead.  When it comes time to fight, I really want to be able to wipe them out with an airstrike.  I need a standoff weapon.  And we have to remember that these aren’t going to be dealing with some poorly-programmed dungeon creatures.  There are going to be some clever and sneaky bastards as part of it all.  Fuck.  We are not ready for this.  OK, time to quit bitching and get to work!

The sound of a great many chairs sliding back from tables broke Duke out of his thoughts.  At first it was a few dozen, but over the course of the next few minutes, thousands of people headed outside.  Duke followed them out to see how this was going to go, Aurelia joining him almost as an afterthought.  “Duke, you seem distracted.  I’m going to go work with Sam on the training dungeon.”  Duke absently nodded in agreement with an acknowledging noise.

Once he got outside, he was amazed to see that Grat had cleared the forest back nearly 500 meters already and there were no stumps and very little evidence that there had even been forest there at all.  He watched as Grat continued to expand the clearing, causing all the vegetation to literally walk into the forest.  Duke noted that the surrounding forest was quickly becoming overly dense.  He made his way over to Grat to check on him.

“How’s it going, Grat?”

“The forest has been oddly cooperative in moving back away from the shore.  Almost as if it fears the dungeon.”  Grat responded, his voice holding a tone of concern.

Duke stopped himself from making some sort of sarcastic remark about plants and feelings.  Magic shit.  Don’t doubt the druid about plants.  “That’s interesting for sure.  I’ve noticed that as you push the forest back further and further, it’s getting denser, almost impenetrable.”

“Yes, that is by design.  I don’t think we want an army to be able to easily walk in here so I’m making it as dense as I can as far back as I can.  I’ll create a meandering path through it all and some cut-ins from this side so we can add archery and mage platforms to hit anyone trying to get to us that we would rather not meet.”

“That’s…that’s really solid tactical thinking.  I didn’t even consider anything like that.”  Duke admitted.

“That’s why you have a team.  We all have our own capabilities and specialties.  I know I was really only useful for some minor crowd control in the dungeon, but in this environment…well, this is where I thrive.  I apprenticed under Farthell Maslovich who designed all the defenses for the Council.  I even helped build some of them but, more importantly, I listened to everything and learned.”

“That is really the best thing to do in that kind of situation.  Do you have any other suggestions on what we should do?”

“Not yet but eventually we will need some sort of defense against flyers and burrowers.  Sam might be able to help with that.  I don’t know.”

“Good points.  And since you have your head on straight about all these things, I’m going to ask you to be in charge of our defenses.  You’ve already got a good start on it.  What do you say?”

Grat smiled.  “I will take that responsibility on one condition.”

“What’s that?”  Duke asked, intrigued.

“You actually listen to me when I tell you to do or not to do something when it comes to our defense.  I don’t want to be in a situation where I have set the perfect trap for our approaching enemies, and it gets blown because you got impatient.”

“That’s fair.  And really highlights a character flaw of mine, doesn’t it?”

Grat just stared back at him blankly before turning back to coaxing the forest back further.  Duke took the hint and turned to see how Baslin was doing. 

What he saw when he turned shocked him.  Standing in neat rows were thousands of troops all watching Baslin as he floated a few meters off the ground and addressed them.  Duke did a quick count of the troops arrayed before him. There were just more than forty rows of two hundred troops.  Duke’s quick calculation gave him more than 8,200 troops wanting to take on the mantle of being a mage.  That was an astounding number.  He moved closer so that he could hear what Baslin was saying.

“- can never close your channels once they are open.  So, be sure this is what you really want before taking this step.  I’m going to go over to speak with Duke for a few minutes.  Consider what I have told you.  Discuss it amongst yourselves and make a decision that fits with what you truly desire.  When I get back to you, I fully expect at least half of you to have reconsidered and returned to the ranks of our warriors.”

Baslin descended and came over to Duke, ignoring the troops lined up behind him.  “This is a much higher turnout than I expected.  We will see how many will remain when I go back.”

Duke agreed.  “There are more than eight thousand candidates there.  What’s involved in giving them a mage class?”

“A right and fair question.  As an Archmage, I have a Class Ability that allows me to open up someone’s Mana channels and grant them the basic Mage Class.  It’s a bit too Mana-intensive for a group of this size.  It costs me a thousand Mana each time.  To induct a group of this size will take a while.”

“But it will be worth it, right?  If we can get them trained up to Tier 2, that would be an amazing force to put into the field.”

“You do realize, Duke, that most mages never make it much past Tier 2.”

“Why is that?  Tier 2 is only like hitting level 51.  That’s not that hard to do.  Hell, I’m already halfway through Tier 3 and I’ve only been in this world for a matter of a month or two.  Hard to keep track of it all with the dungeon-time fuckery, but levels don’t seem that hard to get.”

Baslin got a pained look on his face as he replied to Duke.  “Do not even entertain the notion that your progress here is anything beyond phenomenal.  You have leveled up in a set of rather extreme and unique circumstances.  Imagine how slow your leveling would have been if all those dungeon levels were set to their minimal levels.  Would you even be at Tier 2 now?”

“Well, probably not.  But I figure that since I did it, it’s possible for others to do it.  Maybe not.  Either way, I can help you with the Mage-making stuff.”

“You have the Ability to impart the Class?” Baslin gasped.

Duke laughed.  “No, but I do have the Ability to channel my Mana to you so that you can keep going longer.  I can transfer about fourteen hundred Mana a second without even tapping into my regen.”

Baslin smiled.  “Yes, that will help.  It is unlikely that I will be imparting more than one every few seconds so my own regen will be sufficient, but this is going to be tiring.  Give me a RESTORE from time to time and we can get through this.  The newly-minted mages, themselves, will be thoroughly exhausted so we need to be ready to help them.”

Duke nodded.  “Gotcha.  Let’s get this show on the road.”  He ignored Baslin’s gripe about idioms as he turned to see the ranks upon ranks of troops still standing in the same place.  He was not sure if any had actually left.  The two headed to the first rank and Baslin began to impart the Mage Class to the host of candidates.  It took more than 13 hours to get through them all.  At some point servers had started coming out of the Inn, providing food and drinks for all.  When it was all done, the official count of new mages was 8,264.  Baslin was overjoyed but exhausted.  By unanimous consent, they all called it a night and went to bed.
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                The next morning saw the area buzzing with activity. The training dungeon was now open and with Duke’s massive donations of Mana, Sam had been able to create an armory allowing the Legion to happily arm themselves.

Duke joined his team, which now included Aurelia at what had become known as the “Command Table” in the Inn. “OK, so how are our troops managing after their first day?”

Aurelia’s golden hair perfectly framed her face as she offered a brilliant smile at Duke. He felt a stirring in his chest. Oh, fuck no! Keep it in your goddamed pants, flyboy! “They are attuning to the reality of it all, but most are just happy to have something to do. We are still sorting out the different types of troops, but I plan on having a foundational rotation so that all our troops have at least a functional understanding of the sword, shield, spear, and bow. That way we can have troops change over as needed. I still want to build the majority into specialty corps as Skills and Abilities relevant to those specialized Classes will greatly improve their effectiveness.”

“Excellent. Just enough detail for me to understand what is going on and make any adjustments if I need to do so. In this case, I can’t think if any. Keep it up and keep me apprised of their growth, levels, and Class distribution as it develops. Baslin, how are our Mages?”

“We now have more than eight thousand Mages! This is so exciting. I’ll be teaching them their first four base spells today: Firebolt, Forcebolt, Shield, and Sense Magic. Then it’s off to the practice range for Mana management and volley fire training.” Baslin was so bursting with excitement that Duke was sure that if not for this meeting, he would be out there already.

“Volley fire? I thought you weren’t big on war spells and formations?”

“I’m not, but let me tell you this…I’m big on reading and I just happen to have a pretty good book on magical warfare tactics. I spent most of the night reading it cover to cover. So many new things to try!”

“That’s great but when you have a break, I have a few things I want to discuss with you, OK?”

“Sure, Duke. Once I get them established in their training routine, I’ll find you.”

Duke looked over to Elaine and Grat, receiving a pair of smiles in return. “I’m going to continue working on our defenses while Elaine is going on a scouting mission.” Grat related.

“We just moved into the area and really don’t know what’s around us so I’m going to go find out.” Elaine added.

“Good idea. I’m going to take an aerial reconnaissance look myself. Let’s get together later and compare notes.” Duke said and Elaine nodded in acknowledgement. “OK, let’s get to it. We are on un unknown timetable. We could have months or days to get ready for something coming our way. I want us to be as ready as possible.”

With sounds of assent, the group broke up to head for their individual responsibilities. Duke headed outside with Baslin, Grat, and Elaine before they all went their separate ways. Duke took to the air to start his reconnaissance mission.

Duke quickly gained altitude and the first thing he noticed was a thick bank of clouds off in the distance. He had been wondering about the weather here. In all his time it had not rained at all and that struck him as odd. It seemed that the time for rain was coming. He continued to climb, holding at about 5 kilometers up. He took a long hard look at everything below and around him hoping that the map that had appeared while in the dungeon would once again appear. It didn’t.

As he studied the area around him, the expanding clearing around the Lake Front Dungeon was easy to spot. The next prominent feature was the smoking ruin that had been Baslin’s tower in the distance. He focused on the area for a good long time and was able to see that the army that had surrounded the tower was still in the area. He couldn’t see any semi-permanent structures so he figured the army would not stay there long. If they’re not staying there, they are either heading home or they are going somewhere else to attack. It doesn’t look like they know about the dungeon yet so heading home is most likely. I really want to get into the city before the army gets back.

Duke took out the Jewel of Whispers and used it to send a message to Baslin. “Looks like the army around what used to be your tower isn’t going to stay there. I want to get into the city before the army gets there. I’ll be heading back to base after I take a look at a few more things. Be ready to talk when I get there.”

With that, Duke took to a spiraling outward path, scanning the area from his height. There wasn’t all that much to spot as it was mostly forest with a few clearings scattered around. This was both good news and bad news for him. The bad was that there was no one around they could recruit or trade with. The good was there was no one around who could discover their operation anytime soon. He also discovered that he couldn’t see the city from here so there was quite a distance to get there.

Duke updated the physical map that Baslin had given him and TELEPORTED back to the Inn. Baslin was waiting for him. “You whispered?”

Duke chuckled. “Yes, I did.” He led Baslin over to the bar and grabbed a pair of drinks. “Here, have a drink while I pick your brain.”

Baslin joined him and asked, “OK, so, what is on your mind and how can I help?”

“First off, how common is teleportation in this world?”

“Short-range teleportation is rare. Long-range requires a portal, and mine was one of three that I know about and the other two are controlled by the Mage’s Guild. Space magic is not well understood and presents more problems than solutions from my experience. I’m one of only two living Mages who have gotten it to work. There may be another operable portal in some ancient place that has been lost to time, but that’s about it. Your gift is vanishingly rare, if not unique.”

“Oh, that is good news indeed. Then it is unlikely that things are warded against it then?” Duke asked hopefully.

“Well, it is far easier to ward against than it is to use but I’d say it is a low probability that anyone has bothered with building such wards. It’s like warding a cellar against the wind. Sure, you might get a breeze down there if the house got ripped away, but at that point, does it even matter?”

“Right, then I think I have a plan.” Duke smiled.

“This is going to be wildly dangerous and reeking of madness, isn’t it?”

“You might say that, or you might listen to the plan first. I want to TELEPORT into the king’s vault and steal everything he has in there. I know the phylactery is there and I am betting that the leverage he has against the arena-bound is there as well. If I can get my hands on it all, I can get them all out of that hellhole.” Duke paused in thought for a moment. “OK, maybe just the ones from Leviathan. The Stones are assholes. But you get my point, right?”

“And what if the vault is warded?” Baslin asked.

“My Ability won’t allow me to TELEPORT into a wall or something like that, so worst case, I don’t get in and we’ll have to find a different way to get to the phylactery.”

“No, worst case is that you wind up in a magic-suppression trap. But there’s one more thing. What makes you think that the king won’t be able to tell where his phylactery is after you grab it?” Baslin countered.

“I didn’t think about that, but didn’t you say that the dungeon blocks out that kind of sensing magic?” Duke smiled as his idea continued to flesh itself out.

“I did, but I have no idea if it would work to block a lich from its own phylactery. I’m not so sure that it would work for that. I’m certainly not going to try and stop you from this path. I’m not sure I could stop you. But I am going to tell you that it’s a great idea but terrible timing. We should try it after we have our area and our army prepared for a siege.”

Duke smiled. “So, how are your mages coming along then?”

“They would learn quicker if their primary instructor wasn’t sitting at the bar having a drink right now.” Baslin saluted Duke with his drink.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah. I get it. I’ll keep that plan in reserve, but I totally want to do it.” Duke downed his drink and placed the mug on the bar before heading back out to check on everyone else.

***********************************************************************************

Aurelia was not satisfied with her own progress. She had basic armor and a fabulous sword, but that was about it. She needed a horse and there just didn’t seem to be any to be had. Fighting the basic undead in the dungeon all day had earned her a second level but little else. She had just finished a run with her “best” troops. None were above level 2 yet either. This was the third dungeon run of the day and she was getting frustrated.

“Sam, is there any way to get more experience out of these dungeon runs? The undead you keep throwing at us are mindless and unchallenging. Would increasing their level really make them that much harder to defeat?”

“General, I could increase the level of the undead, but Duke doesn’t want anyone dying in here. He said it was only for training, not getting you all killed.”

“Then I need to have a conversation with Duke.” Aurelia angrily replied. She turned to her squad of leaders who she had been running with. “Prepare for our next delve. I am hoping I can get the difficulty ramped up so we can actually level more than once a day.” She then stormed out looking for Duke.

Duke stepped into the training dungeon to check on the troops actively fighting the undead. He was impressed by the design of the area. It was what Sam called an instanced dungeon level which meant that multiple groups could be running the same dungeon level at once, just experiencing it separately. He made it halfway through the entrance before he was intercepted by an agitated Aurelia.

“Duke, this is not enough. Not nearly enough!”

He responded with the universal gesture of all men who have no idea what they were in trouble for – he raised his hand up in front of him and took half a step back. “I’m sorry. What did I do this time, General?”

Aurelia realized that she was berating her commander in public, and for something he didn’t really do. She stepped back and to the side. “Forgive me, but I am frustrated.”

“Well, that’s at least identifying a symptom, but what is the actual problem?” Duke applied all his leadership experience to the situation in his response.

Aurelia seemed to calm down a bit and launched into her issues. “We have been killing zombies and skeletons all day. They are slow, dumb, and provide about 25 experience per kill. It is taking forever to advance. No one has hit even level three yet! We are not learning or advancing fast enough.”

Duke nodded along, waiting for her to finish. When she did, he asked his next set of questions. “What is our casualty rate. Have we lost anyone to injury, or worse?”

Aurelia laughed. “The worst injury so far was when Jasha kicked Eldon in the nuts after his hands went wandering. Asshole learned his lesson right then and there. Point is that the undead are at our same level and offer no challenge as such.”

Duke made a mental note to find this Eldon and give him some additional duties to hopefully straighten his head out. If that didn’t work, he might have to resort to “other methods.” He then turned his mind to what Aurelia was really on about and decided that it was a fair concern. It made him glad that he had come to check in on things and even happier that his General was willing to dress him down if it was for the good of her troops.

“Sam, I need to speak with you.” Duke only raised his voice slightly, certain that Sam would appear quickly. He wasn’t disappointed.

“Duke, I’m here. What can I do for you?”

“I want you to adjust dungeon protocols according to Aurelia’s instructions as far as difficulty level and level of dungeon creatures. No more than one Tier higher for bosses and no more than ten levels higher for regular dungeon creatures.” He turned to Aurelia after receiving Sam’s nod of assent. “Do not kill our army off by pushing too hard or too fast. I am suggesting that you slowly ramp up the dungeon creatures’ levels, maybe by one level at a time.”

“Understood, and thank you, Duke.” She turned to Sam. “For the next round of instances, increase dungeon creature level by one. For my team’s next instance, increase dungeon creature level by three.”

“Yes, ma’am. It shall be as you requested.” Sam replied formally.

Duke chuckled and followed up with a request of his own. “Sam, set up an instance for me at my level. I want to get some experience myself.”

“Can I come along?” Aurelia asked.

“That would be an awful idea. All it would take is one stray hit and you would be dead. I can’t afford to lose you before you even get started being my General.”

“I will hang back and mostly observe. The instances are a straightforward fight. You can easily take care of the undead, but I can gain a bunch more experience even shadowing you through a run at that level than I could with my own group even at ten levels above my own. If you even just leave two crippled undead for me to finish off, I’ll gain at least a level, probably more. I am the General of this army and I need to get to a level that I can actually lead them. That’s not going to happen fast enough without taking some significant risks.”

Her argument was solid, but Duke still hesitated, unwilling to put her into that much danger. He wracked his brain on how he could do this without risking her. He poured over his character sheet, looking for something that would help and came upon his titles. He had two titles that he admittedly had largely ignored. The first Was Redeemer of Souls which granted him Soul Sight, a 10% boost to his Psyche, and the ability to resurrect someone. Idiot. There’s your answer right there.

Duke’s second title was Dungeon Master. Amongst other things it gave him control over the dungeon creatures within the dungeon. That gave him another idea. “Sam, cancel that dungeon run for me.” Aurelia did her best to not show her disappointment, but it was nearly impossible for Duke to not notice even subtle body language at this point. “Next, I want you to create an instance with ten level 100 zombies in it. No terrain or any other features are needed.”

Sam responded nearly instantly. “The instance is ready. Where would you like the entrance?”

Dukes smiled. “Right here, please. Aurelia, gather your command cadre and all of you join me in this instance.” She didn’t question or hesitate. Her team of 5 was gathered and ready in under 30 seconds.

Duke looked them all over and smiled evilly. “Ladies and gentlemen, we are about to exploit the system to an insane degree. Do exactly what I say, and this will be a massive benefit to you. Fuck around, and you’ll die. Clear?”

A short chorus of “yes sir” indicated that they were ready.

“OK, then. Wait five seconds and then follow me in. And for the love of all that is holy, do not attack anything until I tell you to do so.” He locked eyes with each of them to make sure they were on the same page and then stepped into the entrance.
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                The room was set up as Duke expected.  It was a simple, large room with ten zombies aimlessly milling about on the far side.  He ran up to them and, as he expected, they did not react to his presence at all.  He flexed his will and his over 500 points of Psyche was easily able to take control of the zombies.  As they were mindless, there wasn’t even a hint of resistance – they simply stopped wandering and stared straight ahead.  A grin spread across his face as 9 zombies turned to face the wall and the 10th followed him towards the entrance.

Aurelia and her team strode out of the entrance, weapons ready and in formation.  They paused when they saw the zombie shuffling its way along behind Duke but held their formation.  Aurelia tipped her head quizzically but otherwise held her position.

Duke stopped in front of the group, the zombie three paces behind him.  “This is a level 100 zombie.  I’m going to call him Bob.  Your job is to kill Bob.  Use every Skill and Ability you can to do so.  Bob will not fight back, well, at least not fight back effectively.  He will swing his arms around occasionally so be alert for that.  When you are done with him, there are nine more just like him.”

The grins that spread across their faces as Duke stepped out of the way were predatory and hungry.  With an affirmative nod from Duke, they pounced into action.  Abilities and Skills were brought to bear, and the fight started in earnest. Sort of.

Despite the zombie not effectively fighting back, the fight took longer than Duke had expected.  It seemed that its inherent damage resistance raised with its level.  Still, the group ponded, slashed, stabbed, and otherwise cut it down over time.  Once they were done, the group was exhausted but full of smiles.  None had gained a level, but they were all close.

“Ready for Betty?”  Duke asked.

The enthusiastic response made Duke smile himself.  He brough the next zombie to them and the fight started again.  This continued for all 10 zombies.  It took over two hours, but when all was said and done, the group had all hit level 5.  The exit formed and they all stepped out giddy with excitement.

“Thank you, Duke.  That was a great spark to get our fire going.  On to level 10 undead for us.  Sam, can you set it up for us?” 

“As you wish, General.”  Sam replied quickly.

Duke gestured for Sam to join him aside and they headed off to a less-populated area.  “Sam, can you set up a high-level run for me?”

Sam looked at Duke for a long, hard, moment.  “Duke, I have to tell you a thing or two.  The only reason you were able to get away with what you just did is because you are the owner of the last dungeon on Teldin.  That was not in keeping with the spirit or purpose of a dungeon.  Running these massively-multiple groups through scenarios where they fight with actual peril and stakes?  THAT is a proper use for this dungeon.  Please don’t abuse this relationship.  Bad things happen when that occurs – it's what we believe led to the Purge in the first place.  Our second item is this.  I can certainly set up a high-level run for you, but it will do nothing for you as far as experience goes.  Since the dungeon can’t hurt you, you can’t gain experience from it.”

Duke looked crestfallen as he suddenly felt the absolute truth of what Sam was telling him.  He took a long pause to wrap his head around it before changing his direction.  “OK, Sam.  I guess I would have figured that out eventually but thanks for the heads-up.  You can still set up a Skills and Abilities practice range, right?”

“That I can do for sure.  I’ll have it ready for you whenever you wish.”  Sam seemed to be relieved at being able to do something for Duke, almost as if he feared the man.  Duke picked up on both this and the fact that Sam was acting more and more human.  He didn’t say anything but kept it in mind for future interactions.

“How are you doing on Mana supply, Sam?  Are the troops generating enough to fuel your growth?”

“Yes, even with the extraneous expenditures for food and equipment, I am still gaining more than I expend by a significant amount.  By the end of the week, I should have sufficient reserves to create a second level in the instanced areas and start to include more significant rewards.”

“Rewards?” Duke asked, intrigued.

“Yes, right now I can’t offer more than a few coins for such low-level and basic undead creatures.  But, with a second level, I can start making more interesting and challenging creatures.  Maybe even add a boss to the level so I can start handing out items.”  Sam perked up more and more as he talked about the new level and rewards.

“I like what I’m hearing, Sam.  Is there any way we can accelerate this beyond more Mana coming in?”

“Not really.  Adding more Mana to the dungeon is the only way for me to grow it.  The troops are starting to level a bit faster now that you have loosened the restrictions, and they can fight undead above their level.  Not many of them are heavy Mana-users so their overflow of Mana is nearly constant but the other side of that coin is that they don’t have a significant regen rate so their bodies can’t pull much from the cosmos anyway.”

“That’s the most detailed description of the situation that I’ve heard yet.  OK, I have a few ideas on how to help that along.  Here’s what we’re going to do.”  Duke spent the next hour walking Sam through his plans.  Sam offered a number of suggestions and they eventually came to an agreement on how to grow and shape the dungeon for the foreseeable future.

*****************************************************************************************************************************************************************************************************************************

Baslin stood in front of his ranks of mages.  Amazingly, all had managed to gain the class and learn the initial four Spells he had selected for them.  He even got to use one of his favorite academic Spells, Mass Duplicate Book.  It had allowed him to create a new Spellbook with the four spells in it for each and every of his new students.  It had drained his Mana nearly completely, but the fascinated and excited looks on their collective faces as the books appeared in their hands had been worth it to the Archmage.

That feeling was great, but when he had the entire Mage Corps strike overhead targets with their two “bolt” Spells, that really made him proud.  There were a few who failed on their first few casts, but by the end of the morning, they all could strike a stationary, floating target with their bolt spells.  As he started to have the targets move, things went quite a bit far downhill with only one in ten hitting the target.  It was largely as he had expected.  The coordination of somatic motions and verbal components needing to be timed correctly requires a combination of Agility and Psyche that most early Mages struggled to master.  He had ways of improving their Skills, but really practice was the best way.  He resolved to speak with Duke about getting some dungeon time for the Mages so that they could start leveling more than just their Skills and Abilities.

He was broken out of his thoughts by the sounds of shouting and cheering coming from the ranks.  He quickly cast a Levitation Spell to get over his students’ heads and see what was amiss.  What he saw was not what he had expected.  There was a pair of mages shooting Forcebolts at each other, trying to penetrate their respective Shields.  This was not what he had asked them to do but he decided to see where it went.

The pair exchanged bolts for a full minute until one’s Shield started to flicker towards failure.  Instead of letting up, the one with the failing Shield continued to launch bolts, making his opponent’s Shield start to fail similarly.  The first mage’s Shield failed and winked out.  Baslin was about to end the combat when another mage cast a Shield on the undefended mage.  Immediately, another mage refreshed the other mage’s shield.  More Forcebolts and some Firebolts began to fly as the mages quickly separated into multiple groups, expanding the fighting.

Baslin stopped himself from intervening as this was tremendous practice for all of them.  He was annoyed that he didn’t think of this exercise himself.  He continued to observe as things devolved into several factional fights.  All told, there were about 100 different groups.  It was more than he could comfortably keep track of, so he decided to thin the numbers a bit.  Every time he saw a bolt get through and strike a mage, he removed that mage from the combat.  This way no one was seriously injured, and the numbers diminished steadily.

It took a few hours for them to get down to the final hundred or so when Baslin called them all to a halt.  The participants still “standing” all looked up at their Master and suddenly realized that they were supposed to be doing something else entirely.  Nearly as one, they came to attention, and tried to maintain their composure.

“How many of your fellow mages died in this fracas?”  Baslin asked, his voice firm and unyielding.  Their faces fell and lost all coloration as the weight of the question landed upon them.  They had no answer but began to look around themselves with a sense of horror.

“Since none of you seem to know, I will tell you.  Not a single one.  But that is only because I intervened and prevented it.”  The look of relief that spread through the entire Mage Corps was as palpable as the collective release of held breath.

“So, who started this whole thing?”  Baslin asked. 

It was not more than a few seconds before a pair of mages came forward.  “We started this, Archmage Baslin.”

“So, are you two ready and willing to accept the consequences of your actions?”  Baslin’s tone was ominous with the gravitas of a mountain.

Both answered affirmatively, doing their best to hold their heads high despite the concern and trepidation etched into their features.  Baslin nodded seriously.  “You two started a magical brawl that resulted in 3,216 minor injuries and more than 8,000 mages learning what magical combat can be like.  For that, you two are charged with organizing and running a mage combat tournament in two weeks.  You may ask anyone for aid in making this successful, but you two must be at the head of it all and make all the major decisions.  Is that clear?”

Thoroughly stunned, they both looked at each other and then back at Baslin.  “Yes sir!”

Baslin smiled.  “Good.  Everyone take a break and go get something to eat.  We will reconvene in one hour.”  As Baslin watched his students file back into the Inn, he was startled by a voice behind him.

“Well, that was entertaining as fuck.”  Duke smiled as Baslin flinched.  “Gotcha!”

“So it would seem.  I hope you approve of how I am handling this?”  Baslin responded.

“Not really up to me to approve or disapprove.  I put you in charge of the Mage Corps.  It would be pretty shitty of me to second-guess your methods.  I’ll ask questions for sure, but you’re the Archmage here.  I’m just a hopped-up pilot with a bunch of cool Abilities.”

“You’re a bit more than that, Duke.  But I do thank you for your confidence in me and my methods.  Were you drawn out here by the commotion or was there something else you wanted to talk about.”

“A bit of both, actually.  I would request that you start taking the Mage Corps through the training dungeon soon.  Their expenditure of Mana will accelerate the dungeon’s growth.  It seems that to create each low-level undead, it takes Sam one or two Mana.  He is passively absorbing enough Mana from the Warrior Corps. Man, I need a better name than that.  Anyway, he’s absorbing enough Mana to continue to grow at a decent rate.  Having the Mage Corps actively in there casting Spells will accelerate that significantly.”

“As that was something I was going to ask you about – access to the training dungeon for the Mage Corps, I think we are rather well aligned.  I’d love to get them in the dungeon after their lunchbreak.”

Duke smiled.  “That sounds like a great idea.  Let’s make it happen.”
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                The next several days progressed filled with troops training, fighting, and growing.  Duke took his daily recon flight every morning to see if there were any obvious threats within range.  He spent some time in his personal training range but for some reason he just didn’t feel his heart in it.  The rain had come and lasted for three days straight.  It made for rather miserable flying conditions but that didn’t dissuade him.  The only significant event outside of the gains his troops were making was the army had fully broken camp from the tower area and headed back in the direction of the city.  Duke hadn’t known it was the direction of the city but as he followed them back day after day, he eventually arrived over the city.

Duke spent a several hours flying over the city in the rain.  He knew the best time to do so was during the rain because no one would be looking up.  He could observe from much higher with clear skies, but guards might eventually spot him.  In the rain, he could be stealthy – a dark figure against a dark background with the movement of the rain masking his own movements.  Even his LASTING DISGUISE Ability helped somewhat conceal him from anyone who might look up.

The downside of the rain is that it made visibility downright awful and very few people were out and about.  He did note two guard changes on the castle walls and one on the city walls.  The most notable thing about the guard changes was that the guards came and went through an internal structure within the walls.  Duke didn’t know how that could be exploited but it was worth noting.

When he returned, he headed straight into the Inn and used his CLEANSE/RESTORE combination to get his rain-soaked-self feeling better.  He then proceeded to sit at a table near a fireplace to soak in some heat.  He might be dry, but being out in the rain was just miserable regardless of how tough he had become.  He could endure it for an indefinite time, but that didn’t mean he liked it.  His mood improved greatly when a server brought over a meal consisting of a bowl of hearty soup with some bread and an ale.

Before long, Elaine and Grat joined him.  “Anything new out there?” Grat asked.

“Not really.  Just a lot of rain.  I never liked flying in the rain, but now…now it’s thoroughly unpleasant.  The cold still soaks into my bones despite even my ARMOR SKIN.  It’s insidious.”

“Nature has a way of getting into things no matter how much you try to keep it out.”  Grat agreed.

“We had a phrase in my world: Nature will find a way.  It meant no matter what you did, nature would find a way to survive and prosper.”  Duke added.

“A fitting phrase indeed.” Grat nodded.  “Has your training slowed down?”

“How could you tell?” Duke responded.

“Because you’re sitting by the fireplace eating soup and bread.” Elaine answered.

“Fair enough.  I can’t gain experience from the dungeon now and that was my biggest advantage – it is what drove me to this level so quickly.  I don’t know where to find something that would actually give me any benefits fighting and it’s starting to weigh on me.”  Duke sighed.

“At this point, there’s nothing in the forest that could challenge you.  There might be something up in the mountains or deeper in the underworld caverns, but we don’t know about either place in any detail.” Grat explained.

“And we don’t know if or when the king will discover us or move his army out somewhere.” Duke continued.  “I feel trapped here even though I have the freedom to do whatever I want.  It’s frustrating and I don’t know what to do about it.  I fly patrol after patrol and find nothing.  We have this great threat looming over the horizon but there’s nothing for me to do now.  Sure, I can train Skills and Abilities and I’m still doing that but it’s not enough.  I’m restless and I really don’t want to admit to boredom.”

Elaine fixed Duke with a stare.  “No, you most certainly do not want to admit to boredom.  Maybe you should look for some female company for a while.  That will brighten up your days a bit.”

Duke looked a bit flustered.  “Everyone here is in my chain of command.  Even entertaining such a thought is a terrible idea.”

Both Grat and Elaine looked at him as if he had completely lost his mind. “Why should that matter?” Elaine asked.  “I’ve seen how Aurelia looks at you.  You should give her a chance.”

Duke stared at them both incredulously, years of military leadership training kicking in fiercely. “She is directly in my chain of command.  She is the General of my army.  Anything other than a fully-professional relationship would be highly inappropriate.”

“If the both of you are adults and share feelings, what’s the problem?  Some of your notions are truly bizarre.”   Elaine countered.

Duke steeled himself for this argument.  He knew he was right, but he also knew that Elaine had won every argument he had seen.  “The simple fact that such a relationship might cloud my judgement in a military action.  I might hesitate to deploy her and her troops for fear of something happening to her and that could cost us dearly.  I cannot hesitate on the battlefield.”

“So what if something happens to her.  You can bring her back, remember?”  Elaine responded.  “You told us all about that crazy Soul Title and the ability to resurrect someone that came with it.  Try another argument, because I’m not buying that one.”

Duke paused, his next argument locked in his mind with the reminder of what he actually could do.  His mouth opened and closed as he stared blankly back at Elaine.

She smiled at him and decided to go in for the kill.  “We also have something to ask you. If you don’t mind.”  Grat’s demeanor grew more anxious and excited as Elaine continued.  “There is a tradition amongst the people of Teldin that Grat and I would like for you join us in.”

Duke’s mind raced in all sorts of crazy ways at where this conversation was going.  First, she’s telling me to get some female company now where in the world is this going?

“We would for you to be the Free Uncle for our child.”  Duke’s face clouded with confusion and then sudden realization.

“You’re pregnant?”

“I am.  And we would like for you to be our child’s Free Uncle.”  Elaine continued.

Duke looked confused.  “Is that like being a Godfather?”

“You would look over our child should something happen to us.” Grat replied, ignoring Duke’s strange idiom.

“Of course, I would.  This is amazing news!  I’m so happy for you!”  Duke leapt from his chair and came over to give Elaine a hug.  His mood had immediately changed, having found something incredibly positive to celebrate.

Grat and Elaine celebrated with him for the next hour or so before they went off on their own.  Duke set back outside not caring about the rain only to discover that the rain had come to a halt.  The ground was still soaked but Duke was able to take to the air without rain drenching him and his smile continued to spread.  He launched into the air as clouds started to thin and the sky opened above.  Duke didn’t care and launched himself higher and higher.

He rose above the remaining clouds and continued to rise.  In minutes, he was staring down at the world from a dizzying height.  He had expected the air to thin out and for it to become hard for him to breathe as he climbed higher and higher.  Somehow, that wasn’t the case, and he knew he had risen over 10 kilometers in the air. 

The view from this height was amazing and continued to reinvigorate Duke.  He could see the clouds retreating towards the horizon beneath him to his left, but to his right, things were all clear.  He flew higher in that direction, straining his senses to see as far as he could.  As he pushed more effort into making things out, his vision shifted to a new spectrum.  The world shifted to a negative view with colors washed out, but contrast and definition increased.

The more he looked, the more he could see things moving below him.  He could see further into the distance than he had thought possible.  First, he spotted the end of the forest and flew higher and faster in that direction, revealing open fields far, far below him.  He could see the curvature of the planet from this height and would be getting more and more concerned with what should be a thinning atmosphere, but his new sight was revealing things moving below him.

He focused his sight downward and was able to see things swirling closer to the ground.  To be so clear from this height, Duke figured they were tremendous.  He descended to check them out.

When he got closer, he discovered that it was multiple creatures he was looking at in this new spectrum.  There was a single serpent glowing white that was nearly ten meters long fighting off dozens of smaller creatures that appeared to be winged wolves.  The serpent was clearly losing as the winged wolves were swarming around it, attacking from too many angles for the serpent to cover.

Duke had a thing about wolves.  Namely, he didn’t like them, so he decided that he would enter the fray on the serpent’s side.  He shot a bolt of LIGHTNING at a wolf to see it pass straight through and hit the ground.  Well, that’s not going to work.  What’s going to work on these things?  Guess I have to try a few more things.  He cycled through his other available elements and found the LIGHT had some minor effect, but of all his elemental Abilities, FORCE was the most effective.

Duke rained FORCE DARTS down upon the pack of winged wolves.  Their reaction was immediate and savage.  They turned on him and rushed at him at alarming speed.  Duke continued to fire at them, getting two more off before they reached him.  The first winged wolf that attacked Duke went right for his throat. but he was expecting the move had placed an arm in place to block it.  His ARMOR SKIN had been getting stronger and stronger which gave Duke the expectation that it would easily handle a bite.  The winged wolf passed right through his arm, his throat, and straight out the back of his neck.  The attack was painful to a degree that Duke was not prepared for.  He felt as if his body had been dropped into a vat of freezing water, the chill making his bones ache.

Immediately, he TELEPORTED away from the onrush of the other winged wolves, setting himself below them.  FORCE DARTS blanketed the area where the winged wolves had charged to reach him.  Rather than putting additional Mana into a single FORCE DART, Duke had opted to launch as many as he could manage as fast as he could using his SIMULCASTING Ability.  More than 100 darts blanketed the area of the winged wolves, shredding their bodies. 

As Duke stabilized himself in the air, preparing for the next attack, the wolves’ bodies began to dissipate and fade away.  “Well, that was easier than I expected.”  Duke remarked to himself.

“The winged wolves are a nuisance at best but in numbers they can become quite the nuisance. For that, you have my thanks.”

Duke slowly turned to see the white serpent floating next to him.  “You are welcome.  I saw a single being surrounded by multiple attackers, so I acted.  That, and I really fucking hate wolves.”

The serpent laughed which sounded all kinds of weird with fangs and a forked tongue.  “I do not enjoy the company of the winged wolves either.  But, beyond that, I am intrigued by your presence and actions.  It is vanishingly rare for a human to be able to see a guardian serpent, let alone be able to interact with the Spiritual Plane.  Who are you, my new friend.”

“You can call me Duke.  I’d offer you a hand to shake, but you don’t have hands.  So, this is the Spiritual Plane. I’m seeing here.”  This must be the Soul Sight that came with the Redeemer of Souls Title.  Pretty cool.

“Indeed it is.  You may call me Seshwashi.  I am the Spiritual Guardian of this village of Rahmfar.  It is my purpose to protect this village from spiritual dangers such as the winged wolves.  Should they have gotten past me, they would have taken the soul of at least one of the villagers.”

“That sounds bad.”  Duke responded.

“Yes, a human without a soul dies of a withering disease that cannot be cured without the return of their soul.  It is a terrible thing to watch.  To be truly honest, I am surprised the wolf that struck you did not take your soul.”

“Now, that’s scary.  I guess I have better defenses against such things than most.  Being able to see into the Spiritual Plane is probably helpful with that in some way.” Duke surmised.

“Perhaps.  Perhaps.  What brings you to Rahmfar, Duke?  You are truly welcome here, but visitors such as yourself are never expected.”

“I literally was passing by when I saw the fight and decided to step in.  I’m exploring the area and was attracted to the unusualness of the situation I saw.”  Duke confessed.  “What can you tell me about Spirit Guardians and the dangers of this Spiritual Plane?

“Oh, there is much I can tell you, and since you have proven to be an ally, I will tell you much of us and our tale.” 

Seshwashi continued to tell Duke about the Spiritual Plane in general and Spiritual Guardians in specific over the next several hours.  It turned out that whenever a group of sapient beings gathered together for a length of time, their own spiritual energy would combine to form a Spiritual Guardian.  The more people that gathered together and the more they shared similar ideals, the stronger the Serpent’s potential.  Duke also learned that coloration and type of the Guardian are highly reflective of the people that manifested it.  When he did eventually head back, it was armed with a much greater understanding of a world that few ever were exposed to seeing or understanding.  He was not sure how to use that knowledge, but he was sure it would come in handy at some point.
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Two hours later, Duke had his gear sorted out including a few emergency disguise talismans.  He also had a list of things that the others wanted him to pick up in the city if he could.  He had discussed with the others what they thought he should expect.  Aurelia just looked back at them all with an ironic expression when they asked for her suggestions.  As they continued to prompt her, she stated, “I’m 50 centuries out of date.  I have no idea what this city is like.” Duke rejoined the group for dinner that evening to talk about how everything was going.  He felt renewed vigor as he finally had something to talk about.  Elaine, Grat, Baslin, and Aurelia joined him at the command table with the typical greetings and small talk as a server brought over drinks and food.

Duke decided to get them started.  “Any entertaining tales or exceptional progress to report?”

Baslin smiled as he talked about the upcoming Mage Tournament.  The prospect of the tournament had sparked intense competition amongst the mage groups, leading to some rapid leveling.  But what excited Baslin the most was the push for new Spells.  He was beaming when he told them that he had created five new spellbooks for each of his mages.

Grat explained how the defenses were coming and that he actually had a trio of engineers from the soldiers’ ranks.  They were hard at work designing and constructing siege weaponry for the army.

Elaine had taken to some longer patrols beyond the thickened forest but had not found anything worth mentioning.

Aurelia was happy to report that she and her leadership team had all reached level 10 and were ready to start ramping up the challenges in the dungeon.

Duke nodded his way through their tales, providing supportive sounds and gestures throughout.  When they were done, he started his own.  “I did a longer-range patrol today.  I made my way out of the forest and found a village named Rahmfar.  It’s a quaint little farming village.”

“Did you speak with the village inhabitants?  Did they have any useful news?”  Aurealia asked.

“Not exactly.”  Duke responded.  “I didn’t speak to anyone from the village.  I spoke with the village’s Guardian Spirit.”

“The what?” Grat asked.  Elaine and Aurelia nodded in agreement with Grat.  Baslin simply looked on contemplatively.

“I was using my new Spiritual Sight from the Title I received in the dungeon and I spotted a fight taking place over the village so I dropped down to see what was going on.  It turned out to be a bunch of winged wolves attacking a giant serpent in the air over the village.  Naturally, I jumped in and wound up taking the wolves out.”

“Naturally.”  Elaine responded, dripping with sarcasm.

Duke smiled at her and continued.  “After the fight was over, the Guardian Spirit, who was the serpent by the way, opened up and we had a great conversation.  It seems that the Guardian Spirits protect groups of aligned people from threats that they never see coming from the Spiritual Plane or even know they encountered.  What really excites me is the prospect of what kind of Guardian Spirit we can form with all our forces aligned together.  I can’t wait to see that.”

The group peppered him with questions about the Spiritual Plane and Guardian Spirits.  Even Baslin was intrigued as he had no real experience in this area.  They talked well into the evening before splitting off to sleep for the night.

The next morning saw Duke excited to head out on patrol again.  He wanted to take a closer look at the capital but was reminded not to actually get close enough to be spotted.  What he wanted to do was to go into the capital again and do some hands-on intelligence gathering but the others talked him out of it for now.  He chafed at the concept of sitting back and waiting for someone else to do something.  He brought it back up in the command breakfast.

“I know you all want to sit back and wait until the army is trained up before we do anything about the king.  I understand your reasoning and all the risks involved.  But here’s the thing.  He doesn’t know that we exist, let alone that we are out here.  Nobody knows we’re here.  That is a defense in and of itself.  Grat has been doing a spectacular job building up our defenses so that even if someone finds us, we are protected.  I can’t sit on my hands like this.  I need to be doing something and it needs to start with Chopie and, let’s be honest, Pahste will have to go too.”

The group listened patiently while Duke ranted.  Baslin was the first to speak up.  “You still feel like you have to do everything yourself, don’t you?”

Duke saw the question as the trap it was meant to be, giving Baslin a knowing smile.  “Clever little verbal trap, Baslin.  The point is still the same – it’s time to be more proactive than reactive.  However much I want to just TELEPORT in and empty the vault, you keep telling me that it’s a bad idea.  I don’t agree, but fine.  I’ll hold off on doing it for now.  But going into the capital with my disguising Abilities – that’s something that is low-risk and will at least get us some information about what’s going on in there.  The army will have returned by now.  We don’t know if they are dispersed to their homes or if they are preparing to invade somewhere else.”

Aurelia jumped into the conversation.  “I do not like the prospect of our most powerful asset placing himself into such an unknown danger, but we do need intelligence.  I have a handful of scouts in training, but they are not ready to scout out a city by any stretch of the imagination.  I say that it is time to scout out the capital – I agree with Duke.”

All other eyes locked on Aurelia.  This was a decidedly unexpected statement from the General.  Until now, she had been solely focused on training and leveling her troops and leaders.  As part of that, she had chafed whenever any discussion had turned towards moving forward before she felt ready.  She was clearly concerned that her troops were just starting out again and would not be ready to face an experienced enemy.

“That’s a bit unexpected.”  Baslin responded to Aurelia.

Aurelia continued.  “I am loathe to send my soldiers into combat before they are ready and right now, they are very far from ready.  But it would be far worse to find an unknown enemy at our doorstep.  My scouts are not ready for this task and if anyone around here can handle themselves when things go to the serpents, it’s Duke.  I don’t have to like it, but I would be a piss-poor general if I didn’t accept the logic of it.  We need the intelligence.  I’m fairly certain that I’ve already said that.”  She turned to Baslin.  “Do you have a scrying spell that will show us what’s going on inside and underneath the castle?”

Baslin looked like she had just kicked him.  “Technically, yes, but the castle itself is shielded from that particular scrying spell.”

“Oddly specific protection…”  Elaine stated giving Baslin a knowing look.

“Yes, yes, yes.  Dammit.  I put the scrying protection in place on the castle.  I could probably cancel it but that would require me interacting with the warding runes in person and that is not something I am prepared to do without considerable time and care.  I set too many traps into that runework.  All in service to King Estros.  You know…my friend!”

The group acknowledged Baslin’s frustration and pain from how things had gone after his friend died.  They didn’t pursue the matter.

Duke waited a few moments before speaking up excitedly.  So, it seems I have a trip to make.  I’ll need to maintain a good disguise and will need a list of anything you want me to get while I am there, but this will be a great chance to see how bad things really are there.”

“Oh, quit gloating, Duke.  Your girlfriend backed you up.  Congratulations.”  Grat responded.

Duke looked at Aurelia.  Aurelia looked at Duke.  They both looked at Grat’s retreating back as he quickly made his way out the door.  Somehow, Elaine had already made it through the door and was laughing uproariously outside. 

“Oh, you must excuse me.  I just remembered that I have an enchantment I need to check on in my lab.”  Baslin quickly disappeared too.

“I should make sure my-“ Aurelia started.

“Yeah, have to get my gear together.”  Duke agreed.  Both quickly retreated blushing like teenagers.

Some time later, the group gathered again to see Duke off. Duke looked back at the group and sighed.  “Yeah.  Time for me to get going.  Wish me luck and let’s hope this goes better than the last time I went to the capital.”

With a wave, Duke TELEPORTED outside the capital city.  It was a spot he had identified as being at low risk of him being spotted.  When he appeared, he scanned the area around him with his newest sense.  DUNGEON SENSE presented information to him in very different ways than he was used to seeing.  It was a 360-degree, spherical sense that covered above as well as below ground and all around himself.  In his experiments over the past few days, he had learned how to limit the scope to less than the five-hundred-meter sphere that his sight could reveal.  He pulled it back to a 600-meter circular band around himself for now, not concerned with much above or below just yet.  His sight revealed much of what he expected – there was no one nearby that could have seen him appear in the grove of trees beside the road.

He stepped out of the grove and made his way down the road towards the city.  He had placed himself about five kilometers away from the city gates and as he got closer, he began to come across other people on the road.  Many were heading in towards the city but there were a few heading out.  None seemed particularly happy, which was right in line with what Duke expected.

When he did eventually make his way to the gate, there seemed to be three lines of people going into the city.  The longest was the one that had wagons and carts in it.  The next longest was for pedestrians who were dressed as common folk.  The final line was the shortest and moved the fastest.  It was clearly for the wealthier by the way people were dressed in finery.  Duke got in the second line and waited his turn.  He was able to overhear several conversations as he waited.  Eventually, he was drawn into a conversation himself.

“What’s yer story, stranga?”  The speaker was an older, weathered man dressed in dirty clothes.  He had a leather bag slung over his shoulder and reeked of old sweat.

Duke smiled, keeping his disguise running.  “Not much of a story.  Just a traveler looking for a place to stay for a week or three before I continue on my way.  Know of anywhere a man who’s good with his hands and has a strong back could get some honest work here?”

“Honest work, you say?  I’ll say there’s a fair amount o’ that ‘round ‘ere.”  He nudged a neighboring man.  “And a fair bit o’ not so honest work, eh Rog?”

“A might lot o’ that fer sure.”  Rog replied.  “You’d best be keepin yer hand on yer coin in ‘ere, stranga.”  The two men laughed at their own joke.

Before long, Duke was at the gate and the sloppily dressed guard stopped him.  “Name and business?”

“Name’s Dave and I’m travelling through these parts, looking for a place to stay a while.  Can you recommend a decent inn for me?”  Duke held his hand out to shake the guard’s, a pair of dull silver coins palmed.  The guard shook his hand with a knowing smile.

“Head you down the main street, right, until you see the Church of Emrae.  The Golden Circle is a fine Inn that’ll suit you alright.  Move along, friend.  Plenty to check in afore the day be done.”  The guard accosted the man behind Duke.  “Oi! You lot!  What you on about!  Bring it up and let me see what ya got.”  Duke moved on quickly, happy to pass under the radar.

It did not take long to make it down the main thoroughfare, stepping around carts, wagons, and everything left behind by the various beasts of burden in the street.  He was mostly successful in avoiding the worst of the muck but by the time he reached the inn in question, he found it necessary to scrape his boots before heading in.  He activated a well-concealed CLEANSE to truly get all the muck off himself and headed in.

The Golden Circle Inn was a bit more upscale than Duke had expected with clean floors and no sign of the filth from the street.  When he came in, he noticed the Innkeep take an immediate look down at Duke’s boots.  Upon seeing no filth being tracked into his establishment, the Innkeep smiled at Duke.  “What can I do for you, sir?  A room? Perhaps stabling for your carriage and horses?“

Duke smiled at the man.  “Just a room for now.  I have made other arrangements for my carriage.”

The Innkeeper didn’t break character but Duke could read the tiniest hint of disappointment when Duke declined the carriage services.  “Very well.  How many nights, and is it just you?”

Duke produced three gold coins and placed them on the counter.  “It’s just me and I would like meals and a nightly bath for…”

The Innkeeper swiftly and inconspicuously took the coins and finished for Duke.  “Two weeks sir.  Very well.”  He reached under the counter and produced a key.  “You are in room fifteen.  Meals are served all day long and your bath will be brought up after sundown.  Is that acceptable?”

Duke smiled at the Innkeeper.  “That will be just fine.  Do see that my sleep isn’t interrupted.  I’m a bit grouchy when I don’t get enough sleep.  Especially so, with anyone who interrupts it.”

“Aye.  Be assured, you won’t be disturbed in this establishment.”  The Innkeeper confirmed.

Duke took the key and headed up to his room to change his clothes and refresh his LASTING DISGUISE and AURA CONCEALMENT Abilities.  He headed back down and set up at a lonely table.  The server came over relatively quickly.  She was a rather comely elf of indeterminate age.  With Duke’s experience with elves which amounted to virtually none, he was sure she was anywhere between sixteen and two hundred.  Do elves even exist like fantasy stories have said.  No idea and asking is not an option.

“- going to order something or should I just go away?”  Duke realized that the server had been talking while he was lost in his thoughts and quickly recovered.

“What do you have that is hot and good to eat?”  Duke asked, adding all the smoke he could to his gaze and smile.

The reaction was subtle, but Duke was able to read it.  Still got it, baby!  She recovered quickly and responded.  “We have quinlah on the grill, a moslet stew, or, if you can handle it, spiced semlah.”

“Oh, I like it spicy.  Bring me the semlah and something to quench my thirst.”  Duke was laying it on thick but it fit his cover perfectly – attracting attention, but the right kind of attention.  He could hear some comments being made at other tables in the area.  Good, they are taking this as trying to have some fun.

“I’ll be sure to make it extra spicy just for you.”  The server headed back towards the kitchen with an extra sway in her hips.  Duke had no expectations of things going farther than this flirting play, but it served his cover too well not to keep it up, and if it did…well, he was perfectly fine with that too.

It was not long before the server came back with a plate overloaded with some sort of striped meat dish that was steaming along with a mug of ale.  “There you are.”  She made sure to lean over towards him to give him a good look at her assets.  There was no subtlety to her body language and Duke picked up on it rather easily.

Duke gave her a warm smile and watched her leave for a bit longer than he really should have.  He only just managed to look away before she turned around to catch him.  Super-reflexes for the win!  He dug into his food and found it spicy enough to burn the inside of his mouth.  His REGENERATION and Endurance combined to allow him to eat without issue.  He even smiled as he went in for the second piece of semlah.  He truly enjoyed the underlying flavor and texture despite the added spiciness which tried hard to overpower the dish.  He finished his meal and drink, offering the server a smile when she returned to pick up his empty plate.

“You actually ate that entire dish?”  She asked incredulously.

“Of course.  Why would I waste food?”  Duke answered nonchalantly.

“Didn’t the spice burn you?”  She asked with the hint of confession in her tone.

“I did ask for extra spicy, didn’t I?  Although the spices did try to overwhelm the underlying flavors.  Overall, I think it would have tasted better without the additional spice.”

She looked flabbergasted.  “Um, yes.  I suppose it would have.”

Duke smiled back at her invitingly.  “Perhaps we should save additional spiciness for other pursuits.  What do you think?”

She flushed hotly and quickly fumbled the dishes she was picking up, barely managing to corral them before they fell.  With a brief, furtive glance back at Duke, she rushed back into the kitchen.

Duke was congratulating himself when the expected happened.  The light around him was darkened by a figure standing over his shoulder.  Duke looked up glacially slowly, trying to suppress the grin from forming on his face.  “Can I help you?”

“You can stop flirting with my girl.  Got it?”  The speaker had a voice that hung between rumbling and gravely as if his mouth were full of rocks and his lungs were half-filled with fluid.  He was as tall as Duke and built like a green-skinned powerlifter.  His thick, wide head rested on his wider shoulders, showing nearly no neck.  His face was defined by his pig-like nose and thick tusks protruding from his mouth.

Duke laughed.  “Your girl?  I doubt it.  You might think she’s yours, but she sure as hell doesn’t feel the same way.  Now go back to what you were doing and leave me be.  Your attempt to intimidate me was total weaksauce.”  Duke flared IDENTIFY before things could really get started.

***

You have encountered an Orc

Name: Tukelstan

Class: Berserker

Level: 32

Health: 6,501

Mana: 396

***

As expected, the reaction was the same in this world as Duke’s own.  The orc’s hand reached for Duke’s shoulder.  Duke’s reaction time was far, far faster than the orc’s.  His hand shot up and grabbed the orc’s wrist in a vicelike grip.  “Go back to what you were doing and leave me be.  Capiche?”

The orc’s other hand came down at Duke’s head in a hammerfist.  To Duke’s current level of ability and extreme reaction-speed, the blow was telegraphed by a week.  Duke pulled the orc’s other hand hard enough to yank it in the way of the blow, causing the orc to smash his own arm with his descending fist.  The arm didn’t budge from Duke’s grip causing it to absorb the fullness of the blow.  By his bellow of pain, it seemed to hurt.  A lot.

Duke released the possibly now broken arm and gave the orc a firm but not particularly violent shove away from him, causing the orc to stumble a few steps back.  “I told you to leave me be.  Go back to what you were doing and mind your own business.”

The orc bellowed in rage and came charging back at Duke who slid his chair out and stood to meet the enraged orc.  The orc came at him with both arms outstretched to grapple him.  Apparently, the arm wasn’t broken.

“Not inside!”  Duke shouted at the orc with the full force of his Psyche aimed narrowly.  Duke wasn’t sure how it really worked but it was something he had been experimenting with recently and had found that the force of his personality could be weaponized to an extent. 

The orc stopped in his tracks and Duke continued. “You really want to fight, fine, we’ll fight.  But not in here.  I’m not going to disrupt these fine people’s meals or break any of our host’s furniture.”

The orc seemed to break out of the momentary pause Duke’s trick had initiated and continued to pursue Duke.  Duke, for his part, was headed for the door, staying one step ahead of every one of the orc’s attempts to grab him.  When they got outside, Duke walked over to the side alley and stepped in, away from the crowd.  The orc pursued him, boiling hotter and hotter with every missed swing or grab.  Several other patrons followed as well, eager for the entertainment.

A few meters into the alley, Duke turned back to the orc, slamming his palm into his chest.  The orc stumbled backwards, barely able to keep his feet under him.  “If you really want this, I’ll give it to you.  But remember, I am giving you the chance to walk away and have this forgotten.  Everyone here watching knows it too.  If you do this, it is purely your own choice.”

“I’m going to grind your bones to paste and squeeze them out your ears!”  The orc raged as he charged Duke once again.

Duke sidestepped the charge and planted a fist deep into the orc’s solar plexus. The air whooshed out of the orc’s lungs as he staggered to a stop, turning with bulging eyes to attack Duke once again.  Duke obliged, stepping into the orc’s stance and using his hip and thigh to launch the orc from his feet.  He landed hard on his back, struggling even worse for breath.

Undeterred, the orc rolled to his feet and charged once again, brandishing a long, thin-bladed knife with what appeared to be a serrated edge on the backside. Duke frowned.

Duke dodged three wild slashes with the knife before grabbing the orc’s wrist once again and holding it immobile.

“You really don’t know when to quit, do you?”  Duke asked as he proceeded to block each and every follow-up punch and kick the orc threw at him.  The orc heaved his trapped arm in an attempt to throw Duke.  In response, Duke flared his FLIGHT ability to maintain his immovable position.  “Do I have to actually hurt you to get you to stop?”  Duke asked, his voice dripping with sympathy.

“Going.  To.  Kill.  You.”  The orc flipped the knife into his other hand.  It was a smooth and deft move.  Duke admired the skill it took but decided enough was enough.  As the orc tried to slice Duke’s intestines open with the knife, Duke used the grip on the orc’s other arm to flip him over, putting the orc’s body between himself and the knife.  The orc landed hard on the cobbles, smacking his hard head with a grunt.

As a final follow-up, Duke landed a single restrained punch to the orc’s forehead, causing it to slam back down to the cobblestones below.  The orc finally collapsed unconscious.  The crowd alternately cheered Duke and Jeered the orc.  No one else seemed interested in getting involved beyond that.  There, that should at least get me a conversation with the crowd I'm trying to meet.
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                “What’s all this then?”  The voice was clear and strong coming from the mouth of the alley.  It was accompanied by the unmistakable sound of chainmail as a trio of men dressed in the same livery as the gate guard strode confidently into the alley.  All the observers gave them a wide berth and melted away as soon as their attention moved to Duke.

“Nothing to be concerned about.  Just a minor disagreement.”  Duke put his most innocent face on, pouring his Psyche into the innocuous look as he turned to the guards.

The guards saw the orc laid-out with the blade still mostly clutched in his hand and made a snap decision.  “Was he trying to rob you, good sir?”

“He really just lost his cool.  He didn’t hurt me, so I really don’t want any trouble.”  Duke poured some additional Mana into his LASTING DISGUISE to make himself look smaller than normal.  It was a subtle change but effective.

“Are you sure?  Tukelstan is a known troublemaker.  We could make him go away for you.”  Duke did not need any Abilities to read the subtext of the requested bribe for additional “services.”  Shit. Now I have to bite, or they’ll focus too much on me.

“You could?”  Duke asked in his most obsequious and innocent manner. “Getting such a ruthless thug off the streets would be quite the service for the city.  Can I perhaps buy you fine gentlemen a drink in thanks?”

“No, we’re on duty.  We don’t have time to pause for a drink.”  The lead guard responded.

“Then, perhaps,” Duke paused as if thinking, “I could give you the money now for a drink later when you are off-duty?” Duke fished around in his coin pouch and instead pulled three gold coins from his INVENTORY.  “Would this be enough for you three to slake your thirst after such a long day of service?”

The lead guard smiled as he took the coins.  “It is a blessed day when a citizen such as yourself sees the truth of things so clearly.  What is your name?”

“I’m known as Dave, sir.  I really do appreciate you three stepping in here and helping me with this ruffian.”

“Well, Dave, the Chopian Guard are always vigilant.  We are happy to help our respectable citizenry.  Now, please be on your way so we can take care of this criminal for you.”  The dismissal was clear in their words and Duke happily took the cue to depart.  He headed back out of the alley, repeating the cleaning trick on his way into the Inn.  As he entered, he kept an ear on the guards with a bit of CLAIRVOYANCE to watch what they did.

Two of the guards picked up the unconscious orc and the leader led them back down the alleyway.  Duke could only see them as his Ability followed as there was too much noise in the Inn to hear through. 

The Innkeeper approached Duke and offered his hand.  “Thank you for taking that outside like you did.  Not many would have, nor been able to deal with Tukelstan all up in his anger like that.  Here, let me get you a drink in thanks.  Name’s Larkin.”

Duke took the man’s hand.  “Name’s Dave and I’m happy to take such unpleasant business outside.  That’s where it belongs anyway.”

“I couldn’t agree more.  Now, what can I get you?”  Larkin pressed.

“My apologies, but I’m quite tired and think I’ll just go up to my room.  In fact, save the bath for tomorrow.  Sleep is all that I have on my mind right now.”  Duke was rushing as he was reaching the edge of his CLAIRVOYANCE range.

“I totally understand.  We’ll save that drink for later then.  Go get some rest.  I’ll see you tomorrow.”  Larkin waved him off with a smile and Duke headed up the stairs to his room.

When he got into his room, things appeared just as he left them which was encouraging.  He locked the door behind himself and immediately TELEPORTED to a rooftop he could see at the limit of his CLAIRVOYANCE.  Thankfully, he was able to spot the three guards as they continued their path through the back-alleys of the city.  Duke pursued, employing all the Stealth he could supplemented with his TELEPORTATION from roof to roof and his CLAIRVOYANCE to enable him to watch without having to peer over the edges of the roofs.

Duke continued to pursue the trio and their burden until he saw the building they entered.  It was a two-story square stone building.  The windows were barred and the door was reinforced with iron bands.  What was most interesting about the building was its location.  It was across the street from possibly the largest structure in the city – the Grand Arena.  Memories and emotions flooded Duke’s mind as he took the structure in.  From the outside it was a very different structure.  It was magnificent to behold with carvings of combat and warriors throughout its structure.  But Duke knew the other side of things all too well.  He renewed his vow to free those who had helped him.

Alighting on the roof of the building, Duke switched into DUNGEON SENSE, reining it in as quickly as he could.  The roughly five-hundred meter radius was still way too much for him to process within the city until he got more used to the input.  He reigned it in to a thirty-meter radius that easily covered the building below him.

The building was clearly set up as a prison of sorts, but with only a single cell.  This led Duke to guess that it was only a temporary holding place.  There seemed to be some sort of underground tunnel network as well that Duke didn’t readily understand.  He saw the orc, Tukelstan, deposited in the cell.  The lead guard removed a bracelet from the orc and stepped outside the cell, closing the door behind him. 

Moments later, Tukelstan woke up and scrambled to his feet.  He took a look around the cell and began to shout about how they couldn’t do this to him.  The guards laughed in response.  “We have the king’s writ.  We can do whatever we want to do, you dumb orc.”

The guards left Tukelstan ranting in his cell as they headed to a lower level in the building.  There, they opened up a cabinet and pulled out a miniature glowing stone hammer.

“Gravlostros!  We have a new recruit for you.  He’s an orc berserker and would be perfect for the Stone Faction.”

A deep and rumbling voice responded.  “Excellent.  Keep him there for now.  I’ll come retrieve him once the night watch has changed.”

Duke’s mind raced with the realization of what was transpiring.  That’s why this place is so close to the arena.  And that explains the tunnels beneath everything. And it’s time to kick the plan into motion.   Duke TELEPORTED into the cell with Tukelstan.

Duke held up a hand, hoping to stop the orc from shouting out.  It worked for now. “You have a choice to make.  You can either come with me or stay here and spend the rest of your days fighting in the arena.”

“You!”  Tukelstan growled.  “You put me here.  I’m going to-“

Duke flared his Psyche.  “Stop.  Make a choice or I will make it for you.  You can have your freedom back or you can stay here and probably die in the arena.”  Duke felt a flaring of his PURPOSE at that moment.

Tukelstan paused, actually thinking it over.  A sinister smile crept across his face before he answered, rubbing one of his tusks.  “I’m going to be the greatest gladiator this city has ever seen!  And I’m going to get one hell of a reward for turning you in.  Guards!  Guards!”

Duke stood stunned for a moment at the wildly unexpected turn of events before shaking his head.  “Your choice.  Your loss.”  He TELEPORTED back into his room at the Inn.  Well, that didn’t go at all like I had expected it to.  I might have to ditch this disguise and this location.  I’ll scope out a new spot in the morning.  For now, it’s really late and sleep is calling me. Duke settled into the bed and fell asleep quickly.

The morning greeted him with notifications which was a bit of a surprise as his morning notifications had been sparse as of late.

*** So, you finally decided to crawl out of your hole and do something.  Even if it was to get into a back-alley brawl and have your dance partner arrested.  Strange way to give him his dream job.  How do you think that’s going to work out for you?  Whatever the case, all the practice you have been taking at directly imposing your will upon other people couldn’t possibly backfire, right?

Be that as it may, we are encouraged by your bold move to the big city.  Your clever use of your Abilities has been noted.

CLAIRVOYANCE has increased to Initiate 5

DUNGEON SENSE has increased to Adept 7

INVENTORY has increased to Initiate 5

TELEPORTATION has increased to Adept 13

CLEANSE has increased to Initiate 16

RESTORE has increased to Master 19

Similarly, your Skills have seen some effective use.

Stealth has increased to Initiate 25

Martial Arts Combat has absorbed the Skill: Brawling and has increased to Adept 20

You are becoming potentially entertaining again.  We are watching.  ***

Duke rolled out of bed and activated CLEANSE and RESTORE as usual.  He ambled over to his window and gazed out over the city.  He couldn’t see much as his room faced the back alley, so he activated his DUNGEON SENSE to get an idea of what was happening around him.  He had to rein it in again as five hundred meters was just too much information to take in just yet.  He decided to use the sense more often so that he could acclimatize himself to the disorienting volume of data that it brought in.  He pulled it back to one hundred meters to capture the immediate area around himself.

He was able to see the Inn and the activity going on in the common room.  He could also see the activity going on in the other rooms around him and quickly turned his focus away from them after seeing more than he had bargained for.  He directed his focus down to the common room and saw things as he expected with patrons eating their morning meals.  Larkin was at the counter, keeping an eye on everything.  Duke expanded his focus to take in the street out front.

Even this early in the morning, the streets were bustling with people moving about their morning business.  Duke watched them come and go for a while but was unable to discern any real pattern from their movements.  He did notice that even though the streets had been scraped of filth overnight, they were quickly filling back up as horses and other beasts of burden moved through the streets.  The smell was building up and his acute senses were not happy with him.

Duke was sorely tempted to pulse a CLEANSE over the area but was sure that would blow his cover if the idiot last night hadn’t.  Fuck!  I can’t believe that idiot orc actually wanted to be an arena-slave.  Now I have to switch to Plan B.  What was Plan B again…

Duke’s thoughts were interrupted by a knock on his door.  With his DUNGEON SENSE still running, Duke was able to see it was Larkin.  He felt a flash of disappointment that it wasn’t the pretty elven server from yesterday but he answered the door anyway.  Larkin glanced down the hallway in both directions before gesturing his way into the room.  Which Duke allowed as he stepped back.

“Sir, there’s been a problem.  The guards are on their way here, looking for you it seems.  I don’t know what happened with the altercation yesterday but if the guards are coming for you, it must be serious.  You are a VIP guest of mine so I will get you out of here through the tunnels so that they do not find you, but you must leave before they get here.  You must leave now.”

Duke was surprised by this particular turn of events.  Not that the guards were coming for him because he fully expected the orc to rat him out, but rather that the Innkeeper was going out of his way to help him out.  “Well, that’s not ideal.” Duke replied.  “We should get a move on it then.”

“Gather your things and we’ll go.”  Larkin instructed.  He became confused when Duke looked at him and replied that he had all his things packed and ready to go.

Larkin took a glance around the room, shrugged, and said, “It would seem that, yes, you have all your things with you already.  Good.  Follow me.”

Larkin led Duke down the back stairway that was behind a closed door made to look like a cleaning closet.  The trip down took only a few seconds, but the change was significant.  They emerged through another door but this one was heavily barred and looked rather sturdy.  Larkin gave Duke a serious look.

“Sir, I don’t know what the guards are searching for with you, but I am sure you never returned after leaving last evening.  The entire common room could attest to that and none of us would be lying.  That’s exactly what I will be telling them.  You strike me as a good man, especially in how you handled Tukelstan and took the fight outside.  I truly appreciate that, so I’ll give you this advice.  Get out of this city as soon as possible.  It is getting worse by the day.  People are disappearing every day, and the guard doesn’t seem to want to do anything about it.  Everyone’s afraid to go out at night even in small groups. Makes me think the guard are either involved or told to look the other way.  Nobody’s seen the King for a while and the Duke Regent is a cruel man.  Get out while you can.”

Duke listened to him, nodding along as he got the perspective he had been looking for all along.  “I appreciate the advice, but I can’t leave just yet.  I have unfinished business here and I need to find some things and some people before I head out.  But don’t worry about me.  No guard is going to take me down.”

“Be that as it may, they have mages amongst their ranks.  Dark mages.  Be careful.”  Larkin looked both ways down the tunnel before continuing. He pointed to his left.  “Take that tunnel until it branches.  Take the first three left branches and the first right after that.  You will find yourself close to the wall and might be able to get out that way.  Good luck.”  Larkin stepped back through the door and Duke could hear the barring mechanism being engaged.  With the closing of the door, the tunnel was plunged into darkness.

With a shrug, Duke set out down the tunnel, following Larkin’s directions as he had no better path to follow.  Here, under the city, his DUNGEON SENSE was even more useful.  Upon reaching the first intersection, he expanded his DUNGEON SENSE to see what else he could find in the tunnels.  The network of tunnels turned out to be far more expansive than Duke had anticipated.  There were at least ten different levels of tunnels and not all of them were empty.  In fact, he quickly discovered that the bottom tunnels were teeming with motion.  There could be an entire army down there from the number of bodies he could sense moving.  Duke immediately set off to investigate.
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                The greatest thing about DUNGEON SENSE as far as Duke was concerned, at least right now, was that he could see in three dimensions. This allowed him to see where the tunnels connected to lower levels and easily plan a route there. Had he not spent years as a fighter pilot operating in a largely three-dimensional manner, things would have been harder to comprehend. That was one thing that he learned as a pilot and reinforced in anyone he trained – most people operate in two-dimensions despite living in three. It was a skill that was invaluable for pilots .

Setting out on his path, he decided that walking in the dark was a great time to practice his Stealth Skill. He snuck down the tunnel in the opposite direction Larkin had indicated as that was the path to the lower levels. What really struck Duke was the extent of the tunnel system – it seemed to span the entire city. His first thought upon entering the tunnels was that it was some sort of sewer system but two things changed his mind on that stance. One, it didn’t smell like a sewer system and two, everything seemed to be dumped in the streets above and pretty much stayed there until it was picked up.

In his journey to the lower tunnels, Duke passed little moving aside from an occasional rat, some rather large. They all seemed to ignore him, so he did the same for them. He was actually surprised that he didn’t see more than he had in his journey. I’m in their habitat so leave them be. They come into my house, different story. Duke mused on his “outside stuff vs inside stuff” philosophy. Finally, he came to a ladder leading down to the level that had all the movement on it. He climbed down, maintaining Stealth as best he could.

This new level of tunnels seemed older than the previous ones and not so much constructed as being a natural cave-system that was modified. Duke took note as he stealthily made his way down the passage to where he had seen the movement in his DUNGEON SENSE. There were many more side passages on this level of sizes from less than a meter tall to ones large enough to easily fit three carts wide. Still, he could easily map out his path and ignored all alternate paths.

He followed the caverns until he came to a larger, sunken chamber that he knew was occupied. Slowly, he crept to the edge of the passage and down into the chamber. What he saw was not exactly what he expected. There were hundreds of thin humanoid creatures shuffling in the chamber. Duke IDENTIFIED one to get an idea of what he was dealing with.

*** You have encountered a zombie. This is a basic undead creature with no independent will. It is naturally aggressive and will attack most non-undead creatures as soon as it becomes aware of them.

Level: 22

Health: 122

Mana: 0

Your Ability has exceeded this creature’s resistance. You also discover that this creature is susceptible to fire and resistant to bludgeoning attacks. ***

Well, that’s interesting. Extra data never hurts. Seems like these zombies are custom-made for someone with a flaming sword. That’s not me, but with less than 200 Health I could cough a hole in it. Duke considered his options and decided to try one thing before continuing his scouting. He activated RESTORE figuring that the 20-meter or so radius would be enough to catch some of the zombies in range. The Ability activated and he felt a slight tug as a tear in his pantleg repaired itself. Below, the clothing of a dozen zombies repaired itself, revealing a number of burial shrouds. What did not happen, however, was any material change to the zombies. They remained shuffling around as they were.

Well, fuck me. There goes the easy route. Not sure why it’s not working here. Must be some sort of dungeon thing. Not wanting to reveal himself just yet, Duke decided to continue his scouting mission on the surface. He TELEPORTED into an alley that he was familiar with, one he visited the first time he came to the city.

The alley was relatively dark but there was still enough light by which to see filtering in from the connecting streets where lights burned warmly. Close to the center of the alley, there was a group of men huddled around a keg placed on top of a beat-up barrel. Duke smiled as his Stealth still seemed to hold when none of the men turned towards him. He began to turn to leave when a familiar face flashed into view at the keg.

Duke stopped and turned back to the group, his face taking on a cold smile as he approached them. “Whatcha got on tap?” Duke asked.

Six pairs of eyes turned towards Duke and he recognized four pairs of them, the other two being unfamiliar. The leader spoke up, “Just a bit o’ ale. Have ya come to me here alley to buy you a cup? It’d just be six gold since it’s the good stuff.” This elicited a chuckle from the group as they started to step away from the keg and spread out.

Duke fixed the two unfamiliar men with stares. “You two may leave. The rest of you are not leaving this alley. Ever.”

“Oh lookie here, boys. We gots ourselves a talker. Come on big fella, just give us yer coins and we’ll set you on yer way.”

Duke looked at the group closing in on him and smiled ferally. “You had your chance. I’d tell you to remember this moment, but you won’t.”

In a flash of movement, Duke’s tonfas were in his hands and he had struck the first two thugs down. The next two barely had time to register that Duke had moved before they too were on the cobblestones. The final two were a bit faster and one managed to start his swing before Duke struck him down as well. The final man, the leader had a look of surprised recognition on his face that made Duke hold back his strike.

“It’s you! From the arena.” The leader realized, gawking.

“Yes, it’s me. And you are done here. You thought yourself to be the alpha predator, but you are nothing.” Duke replied, extending his tonfa with a flick of his wrist, shattering both the leader’s arm held up in defense and the skull it failed to defend. Duke made sure the other five had perished as well. Tonight was not the night for mercy, not for the oppressors, thugs, and criminals. And certainly not for those who put him in the arena. Duke TELEPORTED up to a nearby roof and faded into the night.

He made his way TELEPORTING from roof to roof as he watched the city from above. It was not long before he started spotting guards out and about on patrol. They were in groups of three and seemed very well equipped. All had a sword belted on their waist and some sort of polearm that they walked with. Their chainmail all looked well-serviced, and their tabards seemed clean from what Duke could see. He watched as a pair of patrols came together. They stopped and spoke with each other for a few minutes before heading out in their own ways. Seems pretty normal and benign. What am I missing?

He continued to watch as the night crawled along, frequently changing his position, trying different vantage points to see something different. Eventually, he found himself close to the King’s castle. The guards there were even more vigilant and certainly more numerous. They varied their patrol speed and even the watches were oddly staggered in changing. Duke continued to watch for a few hours before moving elsewhere within the city.

Duke continued his own patrol, watching the night crews scrape the streets clean of all the day’s detritus and the various groups of guards moving through the city. It was late in the night when he finally saw something noteworthy. He spotted a group of guards that were different. It took Duke a bit to figure out what it was that struck him as different but once he did, it was hard to miss. They moved differently than any of the other guards Duke had been observing. They seemed to glide over the ground without any of the typical rise and fall of a normal gait. Duke TELEPORTED to a closer roof to get a better look at them and activated IDENTIFY.

*** You have encountered a vampire. This is a Tier 2 creature.

Level: 53

Health: 1,796

Mana: 2,023

***

Duke followed and watched this group closely for several minutes. At one point, he got a bit too close, and they seemed to be alerted to his presence somehow, looking around themselves. But they never looked up and missed Duke. He continued to follow the vampires as they made their way across the city. They never met nor interacted with other patrols as they moved into the poorer sections of the city. There, they changed their pattern and entered an apartment building. Duke switched to DUNGEON SENSE to follow what they were doing.

There was a family in the apartment they entered, and Duke immediately got a bad feeling about what was happening. The vampires had quickly and quietly roused every member of the family and had them gathered in the main room of the apartment. None of the family members had done more than get out of bed and follow the vampires there. When the vampires each grabbed a family member and set to feed, Duke acted. He TELEPORTED into the room and interrupted.

“I’m going have to ask you to stop right there. There will be no feeding off the innocent tonight.”

The startled looks on the vampires faces raised Duke’s mood significantly. The lead vampire asked, “Who are you?”

“I’m Bat-“ Duke paused, mid-delivery as the vampires poured on their hypnotic power. “Did you really think that was going to work? Really? Wow, I thought Tier two undead would be smarter than that. Let’s take this little talk elsewhere.” Duke pulsed his Ability and TELEPORTED the vampires and himself to a small park Duke had seen earlier that night.

All five of the vampires hissed at Duke, baring their fangs and flexing their fearsome auras. Duke was not impressed. He shook his head and tried something he hoped would work. He had been able to disarm others with a TELEPORTATION before as long as he could overcome their resistance. This time was no different, if a bit harder. With a flex of Duke’s will and Ability, five sets of fangs rested in his hand.

The vampires went berserk. They howled together as if their world had been torn asunder and launched themselves at Duke. Their hands extended into black claws dripping with some unknown substance and headed straight for him. They were fast, faster than Duke expected, and he had to react immediately. He dodged backwards from the slashing and grabbing claws, instinctually taking flight for an added burst of speed.

Claws caught only empty air as Duke dodged backwards and upwards. He was only mildly surprised when the vampires launched into the air in pursuit. Duke pulled the fangs into his INVENTORY in exchange for his tonfa and began to meet claw with enchanted bone. Were it a one-on-one fight, it would have ended very quickly, with five of them attacking, Duke had to forgo many openings to prevent himself from being hit. He was confident that whatever poison or other substance dripping from the vampires’ claws wouldn’t kill him, but he wasn’t sure if it would slow him down or otherwise distract him, so he made sure they never landed a slash.

It took a full thirty seconds of fighting before Duke’s COMBAT SENSE kicked in, allowing him to continue to fight while taking a more objective perspective. With his new perspective, he could see that the vampires moved in a cohesive whole, each complimenting the others’ moves to keep the pressure on Duke. They seemed surprised that this human was able to fight them at all, let alone fight them all to a standstill. He smiled as his combat plan solidified in his mind.

Duke allowed the vampires to press him harder and harder, coming closer and closer to landing a slash of claws as he subtly moved the fight higher and higher over the city. He could see their confidence growing as they wore down the flying human.

“Stop your futile struggling. It is only a matter of time before you have tasted the blood. And then we will make you one of us. You will live forever. Join us and be part of the true master race!”

Duke responded, “Whatever you say, toothless. I’m not going to buy a ticket for that train ride.”

The vampires pressed harder, confident that they were on the verge of victory. All it would take is a single slash of claws to land and they could inject their blood into this human – and he would be theirs. Faster and faster they swirled around Duke, slashing and now even trying to bite him with their newly regrown fangs. Duke continued to bide his time, dodging and blocking their attacks. Their increased speed was starting to press him, so he decided it was time to go on the offensive.

Duke TELEPORTED back down to the park to give him a moment of breathing room and focused on the descending vampires. Moments later all five vampires hit the ground. Four of them slammed in uncontrolled and headless, Duke’s TELEPORTATION attack having been successful. The last landed in front of Duke in shock as he saw the four heads of his companions at Duke’s feet. Duke shot forward and slammed the vampire to the ground, twisting it so that it landed face-first.

“Now, you and I are going to have a conversation. You know some things and when we are done, I will know them as well.” Duke poured all his Psyche into his words, hoping it would be enough to persuade the vampire to talk.
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                The vampire resisted for about five minutes to Duke’s enormous frustration but what finally broke it was when Duke took the bodies of the other vampires into his INVENTORY.  Duke was surprised when the vampire’s struggles ended, and it spoke again.  “What do you wish to know?”

Duke smiled and began his interrogation.  It was hard, even with his enhanced Intuition and XENOGLOSSIA working overtime, Duke was not sure everything the vampire told him was factual.  The few things he was nearly certain of were that the king’s necromancer, now Duke, was named Negron, had raised three generals for the army, and that the catacombs beneath the city were filled to overflowing with the undead made from the bodies of countless people and pets buried in graveyards over centuries.  He also knew that the three generals were a ghoul lord, a spectre lord, and a vampire lord.  He also learned that the vampire could speak the necromancer’s name but trying to speak the name of the vampire lord had outright killed the vampire.  That last bit of information was disappointing in the most.

Duke placed the last vampire’s body in his INVENTORY and activated CLEANSE to clear all the vampire blood that had fallen.  He wasn’t sure how vampirism worked but he wasn’t going to take the chance that some child would play in a puddle of vampire blood and turn into a monster that killed their family.  Way too many zombie movies to even think about that.

Duke considered his options.  He now knew a bit about the king’s undead army and just how large it was.  From what he had gotten from the vampire, there were easily more than one hundred thousand undead below the city waiting to be released on whatever enemy Chopie had identified as his target.  He also knew that the castle seemed to be guarded by professionals who were both alert and intelligent.  Beyond that, he could see that the city was under siege from within.  His PURPOSE was pushing him to act – it wasn’t an urgent push, but it was there, and it was consistent.  He considered continuing his scouting mission but he knew that the smarter play would be to get back and brief the others.  He TELEPORTED back to base.

Duke appeared right outside of the Lake Front Inn and immediately headed in.  Calen the Innkeeper greeted him as he came in.  “Welcome back, your Grace.  Were your adventures fruitful?”

“Hello, Calen.  I learned a few things so that is good.  Is everyone else out and about or somewhere together?”

“All off on their separate tasks, Your Grace.”

Duke nodded thanks and went up to his room for a quick rest.  The others needed to know what he found out, but it could wait for a few hours.  His bed greeted him warmly and soon he was asleep.  He awoke, of course, to system messages.

*** Another day and some more activity.  That is good for entertainment’s sake.  So, you killed the thugs that put you in prison – a bit disproportional, wouldn’t you say?

Hey, stop it!  This is MY transmission! You have had enough of them!

There, sorry about that.  Where were we?  Oh yes, consider the moral impact of your actions bef-

Oh, enough of that!  You killed some bad guys.  Good on you.  Then killed some vampires.  Even more fun, especially how you made that last one all but explode.  That was a…that was a blast!

You gain 400 experience for killing six thugs and five tier two vampires.  Not an impressive amount, but neither were any of your foes when compared to you.  You also increased some Skills.

Stealth increased to Initiate 27

Dodge increased to Practiced 38

Aerial Maneuvering increased to Initiate 11

Martial Arts Combat increased to Adept 16

Tonfa Mastery increased to Adept 9

You have increases to Abilities as well.

TELEPORTATION has increased to Adept 16

REGENERATION has increased to Adept 32

AURA CONCEALMENT has ranked up to Initiate 1

LASTING DISGUISE has ranked up to Novice 7

CLEANSE has increased to Initiate 16

RESTORE has increased to Master 20

IDENTIFY has increased to Initiate 11

INVENTORY has increased to Initiate 19

ARMOR SKIN has increased to Practiced 54

FLIGHT has increased to Initiate 28

COMBAT SENSE has increased to Novice 17

DUNGEON SENSE has increased to Adept 7

You are becoming worth watching again.  We expect more entertainment so show us what you can do now. ***

Duke scratched his head at the odd mix of messages. It was not the first time that had happened to him, and he figured it wouldn’t be the last.  He shrugged and focused on the experience he received. 400 experience points.  That’s not going to move the needle at all.  It would take more than 2,000 nights like that to get me a single level. I need to keep finding things that are much higher level to fight. But, for now, the priority is finding everyone and talking over our strategy.

Duke TELEPORTED into the vast common room of the Inn, no longer bothering with stairs.  Thankfully, most of his team was seated at the command table eating.  Aurelia was the only one missing and Duke found himself disappointed that she wasn’t there.  He moved over to the table and grabbed a seat.

“Good morning everyone.”  Duke smiled.

“Glad to see you made it back in one piece.”  Grat responded.

“Indeed, I did.  Where’s Aurelia?”  Duke asked.  Elaine glanced at Grat who silently handed her a coin.  Duke tried to ignore the interaction but found it difficult.

“She’s already in the dungeon.  She has been training with her officers like mad.”  Baslin responded.  “I think she feels like she either has something to prove or has some insane goal she is trying to reach.”

“Close, Baslin, but that’s not it.”  Elaine responded.

“Oh?  Enlighten us.”  Duke prodded.

A broad, mischievous smile spread across Elaine’s face as she responded, “She’s trying to impress you, Duke.”

Duke stared at Elaine as he caught the rest of the table nod with agreement.  He started to protest but gave up, knowing that they were probably right.  Instead, he got down to business.  “I would have liked to have her here for this briefing-“

Grat interrupted.  “Oh, look, here she comes now.”

Aurelia strode into the room from the door of the Inn.  She was wearing ornately carved golden armor with roses being the central theme but also animals including a bear.  The armor was impractically form-fitting and even gave off a soft glow.  She wore the sword Duke had given her in an equally ornate scabbard on her hip.  As she entered, she took off her helm and shook her golden hair out behind her.  Framed in the morning light coming through the door behind her, she was a sight to behold.

Duke forgot what he was saying and stared, as did Grat and Baslin.  Elaine simply smiled knowingly and mouthed the word “perfect” not even allowing a whisper to escape fearing Duke’s ridiculous hearing would pick up on it and ruin the moment.  As it was, she needn’t have worried – all eyes in the room were locked on Aurelia as she made her entrance.  She slowly and deliberately walked across the room and sat in the empty chair opposite Duke, gracing them all with a warm smile.  “Good morning everyone.  Sorry I’m late.  I had some early-morning energy to work off before coming.”

“That’s quite alright.”  Baslin responded, first to break the “spell” of her arrival.  Grat and Duke quickly agreed, setting themselves back into motion while releasing the breath they had not realized they were holding.

“Yes, I am very glad you are here.  Duke added, not noticing the extra emphasis he unconsciously added to the word “very”.  “I returned from the capital last night and things are probably worse than we had feared.”

“How so”? Baslin asked.

“The city is nearly locked down with fear.”  Duke continued.  “People are disappearing left and right, and it’s not just political enemies at this point, if it ever was really.  I caught a group of vampires in full city guard uniforms that fit too well to have been anything other than tailored for them breaking into a family home to feed and possibly take them away.  I don’t know the extent of what they were going to do was, but I didn’t give them the chance to go any further when they prepared the family for feeding.”

“That’s disturbing.”  Elaine added.

“Yeah.  I wasn’t letting that proceed.  But there’s more.  There is a massive army of undead in the catacombs underneath the city.  We are talking at least one hundred thousand of them and their ranks seem to be growing.  They have three undead generals at this point – a ghoul lord, a spectre lord, and a vampire lord.  I couldn’t get names of the generals out of the vampire I interrogated.  They had some sort of spell on them that killed them if they spoke about it.  That’s some scary stuff.  But the name I did discover was of the necromancer that is the one in charge of the whole army.  His name is Duke Negron.”

Baslin paled at the mention of the name.  “Negron the Nemesis?”  He asked quietly.

Duke nodded.  “I’m not sure if it’s him, but the names line up.”

Baslin’s face turned sharper, his eyes narrowing.  “It does make sense now.  The king’s pet mage always hid his face from me, hiding behind enchanted robes so I could never discern his true identity.  I had never cared enough to try and penetrate the enchantment.  It also explains how the twins were able to warp my vow into such a curse.  With his guidance, it would have been easy.  I owe this mage a great deal of pain.”

“Isn’t that the name of the mage that killed your friend?”  Grat asked, completely tone-deaf to the emotion running through the room.

Baslin turned his fierce gaze upon Grat and responded, “Yes, my friend, he is the one who killed Dothalon.  He is the one that ended our days of innocent magic.  He is ultimately responsible for my lack of grand offensive spells.  Sure, I’ve put together a bunch on my own, but far later in life than I should have.  I should have learned them from Asalov.  Negron has much to answer for and I will make sure the worm pays for it all.”

“The problem as I see it though is that we don’t know where he is and how to get to him.  I tried to find him in the catacombs with my DUNGEON SENSE since I can see through walls with it, but there’s just too many undead shuffling around the catacombs to be able to pinpoint any single individual.  It all just becomes a quivering blur to my senses.  Maybe if I can rank it up, I will be able to locate him in that mess but for now, it’s nearly impossible.”

Aurelia spoke up.  “Our army is growing more powerful by the day, but our average level is only in the thirties right now.  Outnumbered at least three to one – I need them all to be at least tier two before we can even consider that fight.  I would prefer to get them well into tier two for that.”

“How long would that take?”  Duke asked.

“Weeks, maybe as long as a month.  The dungeon affords us phenomenal growth and leveling speed far beyond what could be achieved anywhere else but even with that, we can’t level much faster without significantly increasing the risk of losing troops during training.”

Duke nodded, his gaze resting on Aurelia’s face longer than intended.  His XENOGLOSSIA picked up on the hint of a smile forming on her lips before he spoke.  “Then we have our timeline.  Baslin, make sure the mage corps at least keep pace with the soldiers.  I want to be able to hit the undead army so hard that they never have the chance to organize.  Grat, how are our defenses looking? “

Grat smiled broadly.  “We have strong natural walls with roots going far deeper than any sapper could dig.  We have siege and lookout platforms set up throughout the area with some vicious siege engines already in place.  And my raptor corps are working out exceptionally as aerial scouts.”

“Raptor corps?” Duke asked.

“Birds. Primarily hawks with a few eagles and falcons.”  Grat responded.

Duke started to ask, but decided against it, simply saying, “Sounds great. Everyone keep training.  I was hoping to get my TELEPORTATION to the next rank in the hopes I could get some sort of portal capability, but I still have over 100 levels in its current rank.  We’ll need some other way to rapidly deploy the army when it’s time.”

Elaine interrupted, “Can’t you just use your Ability like you did in the dungeon and bring the undead back to life?”

Duke shook his head grimly, “Tried that. It doesn’t seem to work outside the dungeon.  Must be some special circumstance that allowed it to work in the dungeon. Not sure what the deal is, but it’s not like the Ability came with a user manual.”

“So, we stick to the old-fashioned method of just killing them.  Fine with me.”  Aurelia responded.  “And if you need any help with your…Abilities, I’m happy to help wherever I can.”  Duke couldn’t help but pick up on the slightly downward glance she timed with the word “Abilities”.  His heart skipped a beat and then raced to catch up.

“Yes, we stick with what works, but don’t be afraid to try new things and experiment.  We need all the advantages and flexibility we can get our hands on.”  Duke concluded before everyone broke to take care of their separate business.  Aurelia made sure Duke could catch her swaying away as she headed out the door.  He obliged her intention with a full-on stare.
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                The next several weeks were filled with intense training and preparation. Duke took more trips into the city, trying to push his DUNGEON SENSE Ability higher. He did succeed, pushing it up to Adept 14, but was still not able to pick out a single individual in the vast crowd of undead. He did see that things were continuing to deteriorate in the city. The night patrols were now almost entirely vampires now. Although Duke couldn’t tell on sight, his IDENTIFY was able to distinguish them easily. He considered killing more off but held back to observe their behavior.

He followed another group of five vampires into one of the poorer districts. When he saw them going into a home, he couldn’t resist stepping in. The only question in his mind was whether to kill the vampires inside the home or to pull them out and take them down where the family wouldn’t be at risk. The risk of the second choice is that others would be alerted by the fight.

He decided that he could limit the risk to the family and TELEPORTED into the house. His sudden appearance startled the vampires enough that they released their victims to face him. Duke didn’t wait for them to move.

“You should not have entered this house unbidden, monsters.” Duke stated imperiously. As one moved to speak, Duke TELEPORTED their heads off. Their resistances were negligible, less than the previous group had been. The screaming as the vampire’s enchantment over the family broke at the same moment they vampires’ bodies started fountaining dark blood was unfortunate. Duke quickly moved the vampires heads and bodies into his INVENTORY and activated a CLEANSE to remove the mess. Suddenly, the whole home was clean as well as the family before them.

“Sorry about that, folks. I just couldn’t let the vampires hurt you.” Duke apologized to the traumatized family, the father pushing his wife and children behind him.

“Who are you and what is this all about?” The man demanded, doing a surprisingly good job at keeping his panic in check.

Duke smiled disarmingly, pushing his most friendly and calming demeanor through his Psyche. “I’m just someone who doesn’t like it when power gets abused. Those were vampires that we coming to feed off you. This city is crawling with them every night. I suggest that you gather your things and flee this place while you still can. I’d say tell your friends as well, but the more that know, the greater chance that word slips out and none of you will be allowed to leave.”

Duke wasn’t happy about having to lay it out like that, but he was walking a line between rescuing people, setting off a full-blown panic, and alerting King Chopie, Duke Negron, and his allies to the populace’s awareness of what was going on. He was surprised by the response he received.

“I can’t just walk away when others are in such danger. My friends, my neighbors, they all need to know what’s going on so we can all get out.”

“Idiot. What did I tell you? If they catch wind of anyone realizing what’s going on, they’ll lock this whole city down so fast, no one will get out. I’m trying to help you out here. Don’t you see that?”

“Sir, I do see that. I see it clearly, but my honor will not allow me to run away and leave others in danger.”

Duke paused in his argument. Dammit, it can’t just be easy, can it. Fine, we’ll play it differently. “OK, here’s what I’m going to do. Tomorrow night, I am going to come back and take as many people out of this city as want to leave. But first, I’ll need to clear the vampires out of the way. Is there any place you can gather people where they won’t be seen? And what’s your name, anyway?”

“The name is Bartow Bollistis. And yours?” He extended his hand to shake.

“The name’s Duke. Let me repeat that for you. The name is Duke. Not a title, a name.” He took the man’s hand and shook it.

“Well, thank you, Duke for saving my family. There’s a shared warehouse about two blocks west of here. You can’t miss it – it’s the largest building in the neighborhood. I’ll gather everyone there that I can tomorrow night. See you then. Come in through the red door – I’ll make sure it’s open.”

“See you then.” Duke TELEPORTED back to the Inn. He had plans to make.

The following morning, Duke had gathered his team back around the command table to discuss what was going to happen that night.

“Are you sure you can pull this off, Duke?” Elaine asked.

“I can TELEPORT twenty people at a time effortlessly. If I pour extra Mana into it, I am sure I can get one hundred in a shot. Even if there’s a thousand people crammed into that warehouse, that’s only ten trips. No problem. What I need is people on this end to help everyone get settled in the Inn. Aurelia, that is where you come in. I want troops on hand to handle both security and to direct people to the Inn. In a crowd that large, expect there to be some troublemakers, so be ready, and keep the people spread-out as much as practical. I’ll bring them in at different spots to make that easier. Grat, please make some areas that are easily identifiable as separate staging locations. Elaine, if there’s someone particularly troubling, take them down but try not to kill them. Any questions or suggestions?”

Baslin answered. “I can set up a calming enchantment in the, what did you call them? Oh yes. Landing zones. That should help things from getting out of hand.”

“Good. I like it. Anything else?” Duke responded. After pausing for a bit, he continued. “OK, the plan is set. I’m going to hit the vampires hard and fast before this all gets going. Afterwards, I’ll hop on back here to give you a heads-up that Operation Midnight Escape is commencing. Until then, take the day to make any preparations you have to and be ready.”

Duke spent the rest of the day in the training dungeon, practicing killing vampires. Sam was able to ramp the difficulty up for Duke so that he could push his limits. He found that the TELEPORTATION beheading trick was far more difficult to pull off against a tier three and nearly impossible against a tier four vampire. He also discovered that trying to do more than six at a time required additional Mana infusion which ramped up quickly. All-in-all, he was satisfied with his training and joined everyone for dinner.

Dinner was filled with excited banter around the upcoming rescue. Duke was excited to finally be taking steps to clear civilians out of the city. He figured that if they were able to clear the civilian population out of the city, they could start military operations as well. He just hoped the army was ready. First things first. This is only one neighborhood. It will take a whole lot more to evacuate an entire city.

After dinner, Duke took a tour of the landing zones so that he was familiar with the spots and could TELEPORT the civilians to the right spots. His mood buoyed, he had one last check-in with the team, took a quick look at the troops, and TELEPORTED to the city.

Duke went around the city, his IDENTIFY Ability pointing out the groups of vampires out on patrol this night. He counted more than seventy patrols of five vampires each. With a shrug, he began eliminating them. His practice both earlier in the city and in the dungeon showed that if he could catch them by surprise, his chances of instantly killing them increased greatly so that’s exactly how he approached the situation. There were just so many low-level vampires among them that Duke concluded that they were all newly turned.

Within an hour, all of the more than seventy vampire guard patrols had been eliminated with only a few short scuffles from those who resisted. Duke made sure to collect the bodies and CLEANSE the areas so that nothing lingered behind. Anyone who investigated, would find that the vampires had disappeared without a trace. Duke smirked. Time for the vampires to fear what moves in the shadows of night. He moved to the warehouse for the next stage of the operation.

The warehouse was exactly as Bartow had described. It was a single, large building that had multiple entrances on each side. The building itself was square, roughly 80 meters on each side. Duke quickly found the red door that Bartow had described. He quietly opened the door and entered. As expected, Bartow was waiting for him by the door. He smiled when he saw Duke.

“I’m glad to see you, Duke. I gathered everybody I could. They are in the warehouse proper, waiting for us. There are a lot who have questions, but they are all ready to evacuate.”

Duke smiled in return. “That’s great. How many did you gather and did any not come?”

Bartow led Duke through a receiving area and into the warehouse proper where the lighting was better. Small glowing lights hung from the warehouse ceiling as Duke saw the sea of people before him. “I gathered the entire district. There’s over a thousand of us here waiting for you.” Bartow seemed proud of how many he had gathered.

Duke could not help but be impressed. “That’s more than I had expected, but we’re still good. This is going to take some time, so we had better get started. I’ll take them in groups of one hundred at a time. Are they ready, or do they need persuasion?”

Bartow chuckled. “Oh, they are so ready to get this started. This city is not what it once was. Not by a longshot.”

Duke nodded and walked over to the crowd. “OK, please form up in blocks of ten-by-ten people. That will make this go by faster.” The word spread through the crowd quickly and they all started moving into position. It took nearly twenty minutes to get fully organized but Duke lost himself in the process.

Once they were ready, Duke began TELEPORTING the groups to the Inn. The first five groups went without much trouble and Duke’s confidence was growing. He was interrupted by a shout from the receiving area. “Guards are coming!” Duke immediately TELEPORTED to the receiving area to see what was going on. As he arrived, the door opened, and five guards entered trailed by a short, thin, cloaked figure.

The cloaked figure asked, “What is going on here?” Bartow looked to Duke to answer and took a step back, placing Duke between himself and the dark figure. Duke nodded at him, considering it a wise move. He stepped forward to speak with this dark figure.

“It’s inventory night. We’re just going through things to make a proper accounting. It wouldn’t do to get our counts off and miss our tax numbers. Right?”

The figure moved forward, stepping up into Duke’s personal space. It reached up and threw its hood back, looking Duke dead in the eyes. “You should not have come back here, Duke.”

Duke’s IDENTIFY Ability involuntarily triggered in shock, confirming what he saw. Duke took an reflexive step backwards as he gazed upon the Vampire Lord, Lasandra. His mind locked in place seeing his former Leviathan teammate grinning up at him, her fangs glistening in the wan light coming in through the door.

“But I’m glad you did.” She smiled at Duke’s shock, her grin widening as some sort of magical beam slammed into the back of his head. In an instant, more than100,000 of his Health was gone, and everyone exploded into action.
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                The blast to the back of Duke’s head had been tremendous, triggering an instinctual reaction.  He TELEPORTED to the roof of the building without even thinking about it.  As his conscious brain took back over, he triggered his DUNGEON SENSE to get an idea of what was going on inside the building.  What he saw was truly disturbing.  Every single person inside the warehouse was a vampire, and they all were looking for him.

Rage overtook Duke’s thoughts as he realized both that he had blindly walked into a trap, and that they had converted this many people into vampires just to attack him.  His PURPOSE began to churn within him as the depth of the betrayal washed over him.  He had thought he was helping hundreds gain freedom from this city’s oppression.  Instead, they had all been turned into vampires, monsters.  His anger only burned hotter.

Hotter.  Yes, hotter.  Fire hurts vampires.  Time to cauterize this wound on the city.  Duke fired up FLAME DART with a continuous stream of Mana, making it less like a dart, and more like a flamethrower which he directed towards the roof.  After that started to catch on fire, he flew around the warehouse, aiming at the walls.  Burn, assholes!  Duke made it nearly completely around the warehouse, pouring more than 100,000 Mana into his FLAME to set the place on fire before anyone made it outside.

The wooden building obliged nicely, flames spreading quickly over the walls.  Duke swung around to the red door he had entered and was met with a number of vampires pouring out towards him but Lasandra wasn’t among them.  Not wasting any time, he aimed his FLAME in their direction but one of the vampires had erected a barrier of some sort that deflected the FLAME away from them.

From the vampires, Spells and Abilities lanced into the sky to meet Duke.  He dodged most of them but even with his speed, there were just too many for him to out and out dodge.  Considering his options, he decided to take a smarter approach than just charging into their midst, still remembering the blast that had cut his Health nearly by a third.  He flew back to gain some distance and plan his attack.

Although some attacks were still being sent his way, he was well outside of their effective range.  What he did notice, however, was that vampires were starting to escape, using the shield as cover from him.  He decided that he couldn’t wait any longer.  He accelerated as fast as he could, aiming right for the barrier, releasing the stone balls he had been holding from his time in the dungeon right before he TELEPORTED away centimeters from the barrier.  It was a maneuver he had repeatedly practiced in the dungeon and the numerous times practicing it led to a near perfect execution.

The first four stone balls obliterated the barrier and the vampires cowering behind it.  The next twenty slammed though the warehouse wall, causing untold chaos inside.  From the rubble, came dozens of flying vampires, all heading straight for Duke.

You die here, human!”  A particularly ugly vampire with scars all over his face and neck shouted as he charged Duke in the air.  Duke IDENTIFIED him as a matter of course.

*** You have encountered Samuel, a greater vampire.  This is a tier three foe.

Level: 146

Health: 108,008

Mana: 89,106

***

Duke took notice of the vampire’s information and summoned his tonfa from his INVENTORY moments before the vampire reached him.  The monster named Samuel arrived, charging for Duke at his full speed which was considerably faster than most foes Duke had fought.  But Duke was faster still.

Dodging claw strikes while smashing his foe with now flaming Tonfa kept Duke too occupied to worry about what was occurring below them.  That is, until another three vampires joined the fight.  They quickly surrounded Duke, slashing at him from all directions.  He TELEPORTED a short distance away and bathed the area in flames.  The vampires did not seem to appreciate that move and flashed in his direction again.

He met the first with a crushing blow to the head, sending it plummeting to the ground.  The rest began to swarm him again, with Samuel in the lead.  Duke was operating with both his COMBAT SENSE and DUNGEON SENSE engaged.  They seemed to compliment each other, giving him better situational awareness than he had ever experienced before.  He could see the positioning of all the vampires around him and how they were attacking.  He could also see the vampires streaming out of the burning warehouse, some injured, but most whole.  This irritated Duke to no end.

Duke increased the intensity of his attacks, pushing extra Mana into his FLIGHT to increase his speed in the air.  With his significantly enhanced awareness, he was able to shift from fighting to killing.  The combination of near instantaneous acceleration from his FLIGHT and instantaneous deceleration from his TELEPORTATION allowed him to strike devastating blows that killed most of the vampires around him quickly.  He took the occasional slash in the process and really hoped his REGENERATION could handle the intrusive vampire blood.

As Duke finally put Samuel down, he was able to focus on the rest of the vampires fleeing the warehouse.  Almost all of those injured by the fire seemed to be healing as they attempted to flee the flames except for Lasandra who simply stood outside the door and stared hatefully at Duke.  He was filled with questions and was sure he would not like the answers.  He started to head down to the Vampire Lord to get his answers when a realization struck him.  If all the people in the warehouse were vampires, all the people I sent to the Inn are vampires too.  Shit!  I’ve got to get back there and help.

“Something wrong, Duke?  Don’t you like me anymore?  You did let them kill me, after all?  Maybe that was your intention all along.”  Lasandra’s words struck Duke harder than any physical blow and he stopped in mid-flight.

“I didn’t just let them kill you.”  Duke responded, barely keeping his voice steady.

“And yet, you stood there while I died.  Why did you survive while the rest of us died, Duke?  Sounds a bit too convenient to me.”  Again, Lasandra’s words struck him hard, his emotions reeling.  He felt the pain of her death all over again.  The hopelessness of the memory, of being completely unable to stop her from being killed overwhelmed Duke.  He felt himself lowering to the ground, unable to care – he had failed Lasandra so completely.  Now was his chance to make it up to her.

“That’s right, Duke.  Come over here and ask my forgiveness.”  Lasandra called out to him, and he approached her, arms hanging defenselessly at his sides and his jaw slack.  His tonfa clattered to the street as he slowly walked right up to her, entranced by her words.  She smiled broadly, showing her fangs as she stretched up to place her hand on Duke’s shoulder.  “Come down to me, Duke.  Let me whisper in your ear.”  Duke complied, thoughtlessly.

She gently pulled him close and whispered to him, the barest of sound caressing his ear.  “It is time for you to submit to me and join me as my greatest creation.  Show me that you are ready.  Show your neck to me.”  Her fangs crept forward, ready to drink his lifeblood away.

Duke’s PURPOSE flared to life, enhancing his MENTAL RESISTANCE to finally break him free of Lasandra’s control.  The flash of realization nearly stunned Duke in and of itself as he suddenly knew how close he was to losing himself forever.  In its place stood only red-hot rage, fueled by his PURPOSE.  Duke finally acted.

Duke’s left hand flashed upward and then forward, grasping Lasandra around the throat followed by his right fist slamming into her face.  The look of shock on her face quickly turned to rage as Duke pulled back to strike her again.  She twisted in his grip, trying to slip out while bringing her clawed hands to tear at his arm.  Duke ignored the pain and squeezed harder while slamming his fist into her face again and again.

Lasandra screamed.  It was a horrific sound that reverberated throughout the area, shaking loose several beams and causing the burning warehouse’s roof to collapse.  Duke instinctively covered his ears with his hands, releasing the vampire.  She shot away from him, hissing.  “You will be mine.  You abandoned me.  You left me to die.  I will have you as my slave!”  She flashed forward to claw Duke, her claws having grown nearly the size of his chest.

“Bad choice, monster”, Duke replied.  Her charge met nothing as Duke TELEPORTED behind her, following her with his own FLIGHT Ability.

Lasandra stopped once she realized that Duke had TELEPORTED away.  Before she could react, he had driven her face-first into the flaming ruins of the warehouse, burying them both in the inferno.  Duke TELEPORTED out, waiting for the vampire some ten meters above the flames.

He waited for a full ten seconds, wondering if that really was enough to finish the Vampire Lord Lasandra.  He received his answer as a whisper on the wind.  “You may have beaten me this day, but my minions are killing yours and now…now we all know where you live!”  An involuntary chill shuddered down Duke’s spine as he realized the truth of her words.  “The longer you stay here, the more of your people die, and the more minions I gain.”

“So, you know where I live.  Send everything you have at me and none of you will live through the night.”  Duke was pissed.  He wanted to tear through the rubble and find her so he could tear her apart once and for all but the thought of his troops, his friends, facing hundreds of vampires without him just ate away at his resolve.  With a final statement that galled him to make, he TELEPORTED back to his base, letting the empty words float behind, “This is not over.”
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                Duke arrived outside the Inn to what he expected to be total chaos.  Instead, he found hundreds of vampires frozen in place while Baslin glowed with power a single fist raised before him radiating the purest of white glows.  It hurt to look at it directly.  Surrounding the vampires were thousands of Duke’s troops, weapons drawn and spells at the ready.

Grat and Aurelia calmly walked over to Duke.  Grat spoke first.  “So, you sent us vampires to test our defenses?  Didn’t even warn us.  That’s pretty ballsy.”

Duke looked from Grat to Aurelia and back to Grat.  Aurelia spoke up next.  “Shall we finish these monsters, or did you have another purpose for them?”

Duke stared at both of them, stunned.  He looked over to Baslin who was sporting the biggest grin he had ever seen on the man’s face.  Finally, his military discipline kicked in.  “Give me a sitrep.”

“A what?”  Grat asked.

Duke spelled it out a bit more.  “Situation Report.  What happened to get us to this point and what is the status of everything relevant right now.”

“Let me handle this, Grat.  You go check on the defenses.”  Grat nodded in response, leaving Aurelia to speak with Duke.  She continued.  “You brought over the five groups in rapid succession and then paused in bringing them over.  We didn’t know what caused the pause, but it made us suspicious.”

Duke nodded.  “Understood.  What happened then?”

“Well, we have been fighting against undead almost exclusively in our training so almost all the mages have developed some sort of detect undead spell that they generally keep active.  When the spells started triggering, the alarm was raised and Baslin did his big glowy thing over there.  And now you’re here.”

“That’s it?  Nobody hurt?  No mayhem?  No destruction?”  Duke asked incredulously.

“We’re pretty well-trained and highly disciplined, you know.”  Aurelia offered Duke a smirk.  “What happened to you on the other end?”

Duke shrugged.  “I fought the rest of the vampires, a bunch of higher-tier ones, and their leader turned out to be someone I knew.  Oh, and I think I may have burnt down an entire neighborhood.  Or am burning.  Not really sure if the fire is still spreading or not.  Oh, yeah, they also know where we are and are likely coming for us.  Nothing much.”

“So, we should kill these vampires now?” Aurelia asked.

Duke shouted over to Baslin.  “Hey, Baslin, if we start killing the vampires, is that going to break your spell?”

Baslin shouted back, “No, I am holding their animating force.  They cannot move without it.  Slaughter away!”

Duke nodded to Aurelia.  “Kill them all and then burn the bodies.  I’ll be inside the Inn getting a drink.”

She nodded, gave him another smile, and then marched off to issue the kill order.  Duke did not notice her watching him walk away to the Inn.  He was focused on getting a drink even though he was sure it would not affect him or at least not for long anyway.

Inside the Inn, Calen greeted Duke with a warm smile.  “What can I get you, boss?”

“Got any scotch?  Something small-batch and old.  Single barrel if you’ve got it.”  Duke responded reflexively, not thinking about what he was asking for.

“Here try this.”  The diminutive, for his race anyway, minotaur pushed a glass of amber liquid to Duke, a question in his eyes.

Duke took a sip of the drink and smiled.  “Oh, that’s good.  Real good.  Straight out of the highlands, I’d say if there were such a thing in this world.  How’d you get it so right?”

Calen smiled warmly, polishing a glass.  “That, my Duke, is one of my special talents.  I can match a drink to any person at any time.  Seems it worked well for you.”

“Damned near perfectly.  Why have I not partaken of your talents before?”  Duke asked wistfully.

“Because you always are in such a rush to get to your next thing.  You never slow down long enough to enjoy the fact that you are still alive.  Never take the time to have a drink with a friend, never take the time to pursue the woman who clearly is interested in you.  You’re alive, Duke.  Act like it.  But then again, I’m only a dungeon construct.  What do I know?”

Duke stared hard at Calen for a long moment before responding while holding his drink up in contemplation.  “A great deal.  You know a great deal, it seems.”

Calen placed another glass on the bar next to Duke who looked quizzically at him.  “I didn’t ask for another drink.”

“It’s not for you.  It’s for her.”  Calen gestured to Aurelia who was coming up to the bar. 

She slid onto the stool next to Duke and took her drink.  “Thank you, Calen.  What are we drinking tonight?”

“Highland scotch, apparently.”  Calen responded.  “When you need something else, just give the bar two taps.  Until then, I have other things to take care of… elsewhere.”  With that, Calen walked back into the kitchen leaving the two of them alone at the bar.

Aurelia took a tentative sip of the scotch, her eyes opening wide as she felt the wave of warmth flow through her from the drink.  “This is quite an amazing drink.  Something from your home, I take it?”

Duke raised his glass.  “Yes, something I had no idea that I was missing so much.”  He brought his glass closer to Aurelia.  “A toast to our army’s first of many victories.”

Aurelia smiled with a sparkle in her eye that set Duke’s heart to a quicker pace.  “To victory.  To conquest.  To glory!”  She clinked her glass against Duke’s as the rest of Duke’s core team filed into the Inn and settled around the usual table.  Duke and Aurelia joined them after exchanging meaningful looks.

“You all did incredibly well.  I’m beyond proud to call you friends and ridiculously thankful we are on the same side.”  Duke offered as he raised his glass in a toast.

“Glad we are on the same side too.”  Baslin responded while the rest offered words of agreement and raised their glasses.

“Baslin, what was that Spell you were holding the undead with and why didn’t you use it in the dungeon?”  Duke asked.

Baslin chuckled.  “I’ll answer your last question first.  I didn’t use it in the dungeon because I hadn’t created the Spell yet.  Remember when we were on the undead level, and we backed off for a week to regroup?”  Duke nodded and Baslin continued.  “I started crafting the spell then but couldn’t complete it at any decent level of power in such a short time.  I’ve been working on it ever since then as we were fairly confident that we would be facing undead soon.  Two days ago, I finished the Spell and it worked beautifully.”

“I’ll say.  That was entirely different from what I expected to see when I arrived.  In fact, if I had known you had the situation so well in hand, I would not have come back here so quickly.”

Elaine broke into the conversation.  “Duke, what happened in the city?”

He sighed and proceeded to relate the events of the night.  When he got to the part where Lasandra revealed herself, Baslin interrupted.

“Lasandra?  You mean the one from your time in the arena?”

“Yes, the very same one.  She’s the Vampire Lord behind this massive horde of vampires.”

“The undead general?”  Grat asked.

“It would fit.”  Duke responded.  “There are supposed to be three of them that Chopie specifically wanted.  If she’s one, then I can only guess that Lester and Lysander are the other two.  This is really fucked up and makes me want to kill the bastard even more.  Tell me again, why I haven’t raided the vault and taken everything there already?  And make it good this time because things are going to absolute shit in that city.  There’s at least a hundred vampires still running around making more of themselves and who knows what other shit is going on.  I wouldn’t be surprised if the whole city was filled with undead in a matter of weeks.”

“That’s horrific.”  Elaine reacted.  “What can we do about it?  March our army there and put all the undead down?”

Aurelia responded.  “We leave in the morning.  Killing all those higher-level vampires was a huge experience boost for our troops.  We are ready for more.”

“No, we are not marching out to the city.  The undead army is coming to us.  We need to dig in and make sure we are ready for them when they get here.  Grat, take whomever and whatever resources you need and get our defenses rock-solid.  Expect them to have some ridiculous powerhouses when they show up.  We need a counter for them.  I am going to raid the vault and then get as many of my faction-mates out of the city as I can.”

“Duke, that’s dangerous and reckless.  They know you can TELEPORT.  They will have traps set up for you.”  Baslin interrupted.

Duke, firing away on all cylinders, responded.  “Do you really think any trap they can come up with could hold me?  They can fucking try, and I will tear their goddammed world apart in the process!”

Aurelia spoke up before anyone else could.  “I will prepare the army for the coming siege.  Go and rescue your friends, secure in the knowledge that everything here is in hand.  And you had better come back to me because we have some unfinished business.”

Elaine began to speak but was harshly cut off by Aurelia.  “No.  No more debate and second-guessing.  My Duke has set the plan for us.  He is taking action, and we can do no less than support him with everything we have.”  Her fierce look was enough to cause everyone to back off.

Baslin produced a thin ornate golden disk about the size of post-it note and handed it to Duke.  “Take this and put it in your pocket, not your INVENTORY.  This is your emergency trump card and it’s the only one I have.”

“What does it do?” Duke asked.

“If you find yourself well and truly fucked, break it.  All magic and magical effects in your area will be disrupted for thirty seconds.  No magic whatsoever will work.  I expect that to include all your Abilities so you’ll have to punch your way out of whatever jam you have gotten yourself into.  I truly hope you don’t need it because I have been saving that for a particular individual but if you need it, use it.  But until then, it will act as a magical cloak.  No magic sensing should be able to see you.  OK, I’m not going to say it’s complete cloaking, but it is the best that I can make right now.”

“Thanks, Baslin.  Anyone else have something to say because this is happening?”  Duke took the token and looked around the table.

“Yes, I have something to say.”  Grat responded.

Duke gave him a flat look.  “Go ahead.”

“Fix your armor before you go.  It’s all torn to shit.  You look horrible.”

Duke looked down at his armor, realizing that Grat was right and laughed.  “OK, you got me there.”  He activated CLEANSE and RESTORE making it as good as new again.  “Anything else?”

“Yes.  One more thing.”  Elaine added.  “Go get some sleep and head out in the morning.  The undead are most active at night, especially the vampires.  You’ll have a better chance at avoiding complications during the day.”

“Damn, you’re right.  Thanks.”  Duke acknowledged Elaine’s advice.  “On that note, I’m heading to bed and will head out first-thing in the morning.  Thank you all for everything.”  With that, Duke headed upstairs.  He heard what was said as he went up the stairs even though it should have been too low to carry that far.

“Don’t worry Aurelia.  He will come around soon enough.”
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                Duke awoke, as usual, to a slew of system messages.

*** That was exciting!  Getting to meet up with a friend thought long-gone – what a treat!  And then have them betray and try and kill you, well, that’s something extra special.  Do you feel betrayed?  I feel betrayed for you.  Really, I do.

You made excellent use of your Abilities, and their growth reflects.

TELEPORTATION has increased to Adept 26

REGENERATION has increased to Adept 35

MENTAL FORTITUDE has increased to Initiate 28 (This one really saved your bacon)

OVERCHANNEL has increased to Practiced 8

FLAME DART has increased to Initiate 9

CLEANSE has increased to Initiate 18

RESTORE has increased to Master 22

IDENTIFY has increased to Initiate 13

INVENTORY has increased to Initiate 21

ARMOR SKIN has increased to Practiced 57

FLIGHT has increased to Initiate 32

COMBAT SENSE has increased to Novice 19

DUNGEON SENSE has increased to Adept 18

You have seen some Skill growth as well.

Stealth has increased to Initiate 23

Dodge has increased to Practiced 37

Aerial Maneuvering has increased to Initiate 12

Martial Art Combat has increased to Adept 17

Tonfa Mastery has increased to Adept 7

You did also kill a bunch of vampires.  You killed 263 Tier One vampires, 9 Tier Two vampires, and 4 Tier Three vampires.  Unfortunately, they were all low-level for their respective tiers.  You only gain 7,425 experience from it all.

***

Duke performed his morning routine before coming to a decision.  “Sam are you here?”

Sam appeared in Duke’s room.  “I’m always here, Duke.  I can’t really leave the area of the dungeon, you know.”

“Right.  Didn’t really think that one through.  I was wondering if you could build out a storage area off my room here?  I have a ton of things in my INVENTORY that I probably don’t need to carry around with me.  And considering what I am about to do, I probably should have as much room available in my INVENTORY as possible.  Mind you, my INVENTORY space has gotten extreme at more than 81,000 cubic meters.  But, really, how sad would it be to come across something that I really wanted to take but have to leave behind because I ran out of room?”

“A reasonable request.  Here.”  A door appeared on the right side of the room, one which should lead into the room next to Duke’s.  He opened the door to find another hallway filled with dozens of doors.  “This is your private storage area, Duke.  The entrance door and all these other doors will not exist for anyone else.  Consider it part of your Dungeon Master privilege.”

“Thanks Sam.  That’s perfect.  I have another question for you.  Can your dungeon creatures survive outside the dungeon?”

“Duke, that is a dangerous question to ask.  Think about the consequences should creatures from the dungeon run rampant through the countryside.”

“Good point, but you really didn’t answer the question.”

“OK, here’s the thing.  Most dungeon creatures rely on the dungeon’s energy for life.  Outside of the dungeon, they could survive for a matter of days at most.  But the more powerful creatures could last longer and boss-level creatures likely could adapt to life outside the dungeon.  Do you see where this could all lead?  Straight into another Purge.”

Duke nodded in understanding.  “So, if we take any dungeon creatures outside of the dungeon, we have to make absolutely sure they don’t get away.  Sound about right?”

“I don’t like it, Duke.  The risk is way too great.”

“What if the Purge was coming here to destroy you?”

Sam shifted into an even more ominous tone, the room trembling as he spoke.  “Then I would throw everything I could at them regardless of the consequence.”

Duke noted the change in Sam and decided to step away from the conversation for now.  “If I have anything to say about it, they would never make it anywhere close you, Sam.  So, let’s keep that on the back burner for now.  But the day may come when creatures from the dungeon are needed for our own defense.”

“Keep training your own troops, Duke.  They will be enough.”  Sam replied.

“I hope so, Sam.  I certainly hope so.”  Duke replied flatly.

An hour later, Duke had emptied most of his INVENTORY into the various secured rooms.  He found it ironic that most of what he was storing was originally generated by the dungeon anyway.  He kept the vampire corpses he was saving for Baslin and things he thought he might need in upcoming fights, but beyond those things, his INVENTORY was fairly empty.  Not empty for long.

Duke popped downstairs to grab some breakfast with the group only to find them all missing from their usual table.  He sat down at the table and was surprised when Calen was the one to bring him his breakfast.  “The girls not working today?”

Calen chuckled.  “They are, but I figured you would have questions and I could answer them better than anyone else here.”

“Questions like where is everyone?”  Duke asked.

“Exactly like that, Duke.  You have moved the entire enterprise onto a war footing.  Most everyone is either training harder than ever or preparing our defenses in earnest.  Amongst the varied conversations I’ve overheard there is wild speculation as to what is coming.  Everything from an undead horde counting in the hundreds of thousands to Ghastul himself coming down from the heavens to smite us all.  Folks are nervous and excited.  They have been training hard for a while now and most are eager to test their mettle against a real foe.”

“If I could, I would make it so that none of them have to engage in the coming battle.  I know that’s impractical, but that’s my thought on the matter.”  Duke responded.

“That is what many wise rulers feel.  It is entirely impractical though.” Calen responded.

“Yeah.  I know.  I’m still going to step into the shit before I send my boys and girls in though.  If I can target their leadership and top-powers before they get to my troops then I increase our odds of coming out on top.  Same old story – remove the command and control first.”

“Is that what you are heading off to do?”  Calen asked.

“Well, no.  This is more of a rescue mission right now.  At least that’s what I hope it will be.  If I wind up fucking up their command and control, I’m not going to shed a tear for them.”

Calen nodded as he left Duke to his breakfast.  Duke ate with abandon, delighting in the varied tastes of his meal.  If there was one thing that the Inn continually got right it was food and drinks.  Duke allowed other thoughts to fade from his mind as he focused on savoring his meal.  Damn dude, stop treating it like a last meal and get focused.  In a matter of minutes, he was done eating, and it was time to get going.

Duke headed to the training area for one last review of his troops before heading out.  He quickly made his way to his observation area where he could look in on any of the instanced training levels he chose.  He did not consciously know why, but he found himself watching Aurelia train.  She was fighting a group of vampires who were moving faster than she should be able to react to.  Duke watched as she ducked a set of claws slicing for her throat while slicing at another with her sword, all while balancing on one leg, using the other to fend off an attack from behind.  She moved so smoothly.  Duke marveled at her motion, fascinated by how her armor could be so form-fitting yet still remain functionally protective.  He found his eyes following her movements exclusively.

“She’s something else, isn’t she?”  Elaine’s voice broke Duke out of his trance so sharply he nearly shattered the railing he was holing onto.  He pried his hands off the deformed metal that had perfect imprints of his fingers.  “You know she feels the same way about you, Duke.  You should do something about that, and soon.  Trust me, if you don’t, she’s going to do something to get your attention and it probably won’t be good for her, or you, for that matter.”

“I…I can’t get involved.  Everyone I have ever cared for like that has left me.  I can’t afford for it to happen with my army’s general.”  Duke answered, consciously composing himself.  He didn’t see the fist coming, but when Elaine punched him full-force in the chin, he certainly felt it.  He staggered back a step, bringing his hand to his chin in shock.

“Don’t you dare put your past on her!  You come from a damned different world.  What makes you think your past there means anything here.  Get you head out of your ass and live your life.  We are going to war, I’m pregnant, and I’m not going to sit here and watch you two dance around each other for the rest of your lives.  I know you have something to go and do, but when you get back, you had better do something about this.  Got it?”

Duke looked at Elaine’s fiery gaze and nodded.  “Right.  When I get back, we’ll have the conversation.  Where it goes from there is an open question.  Satisfied?”

“It will have to do.”  Elaine fired back before leaving.

Duke watched Aurelia for a bit longer before heading to check in with everyone else.  Baslin was in his laboratory crafting away with glee.  His reaction to the vampire corpses was disturbingly excited.  Duke left quickly to find Grat pushing the forest back even further to form a living wall ahead of the towers and platforms that had been grown.  He did not seem to be interested in conversation either.

Finally, Duke returned to the training dungeon and interrupted Aurelia’s training by casually killing all the vampires she was facing.

 “That doesn’t help me, you know.”  She pouted.

 “I wanted to see you before I headed out.”  Duke replied neutrally.  The slight widening of her pupils that Duke’s XENOGLOSSIA picked up let him know her physical reaction to his presence.

 “I’m glad you stopped by then.  Do be careful.  You are literally stepping into the heart of the enemy’s territory with no idea what defenses they have set up.  This could be very bad for you.”

 Duke smiled warmly.  “Don’t worry.  I will be careful.  They have no idea that I even know that the vault exists, let alone where it is or what is in it.  But I’m not letting my guard down.”

 “You know, sometimes, it’s good to let your guard down.”  Aurelia responded, her body language unmistakable.  Duke felt himself quickly forgetting what he was there for, barely holding himself back.

 “When I get back tonight, I’ll let my guard down.  I promise.”

 “I’ll hold you to that.”

 “I know.”

 “Now, go get out of here.  I have more training to do.”  She playfully pushed him away.  Duke suppressed his reflexive FLIGHT Ability to keep him I place and allowed her to push him away.

 “Goodbye, Aurelia.”

 “Oh, just go already.”  She smiled at him.

 Duke departed, trying desperately not to acknowledge the tear in Aurelia’s eye, or let one form in his own.  Get it together, shithead.  We’ve got stuff to do.  You can get all emotional when you get back.  Now, go already.  Duke overcame his own inertia, prepared himself mentally, and poured 100,000 Mana into his TELEPORTATION Ability with full focus on his destination.  He vanished.
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                Duke appeared right where he had planned, in the center of the vault.  He was so surprised that it worked that he just stood there waiting to be attacked for a full 30 seconds before relaxing slightly and looking around himself.  The vault was nearly exactly as it had been in his vision.  The only difference was another rack of shelves piled with wealth had been added.  After a quick scan with both his DUNGEON SENSE and SENSE MAGIC running, he found the room was filled with magic items and warded with countless runes.  Only slightly nervous at seeing so many runes carved into the walls, he began to loot everything.

Entire racks of items were pulled indiscriminately into his INVENTORY.  He pulled everything he could in and then made sure to pull each and every spike out of the wall to make sure he not only got the one he was looking for but to get any others that may be similar.  It took all of ten minutes to loot the entire vault.  Duke was elated.

He knew the two guards were floating outside the door as that is what his DUNGEON SENSE told him, but he wasn’t sure what lay beyond, so he pushed his sphere larger and larger, taking in more of the castle above him.  There were several more subterranean chambers that he now could see.  Some had purposes that were easy to determine, others were not.  Duke contemplated raiding or exploring but he was on a very specific mission – he was here to rescue and steal a bit too.  He did not have time to explore every chamber underneath the castle, but he did commit what he saw to memory.

Having taken longer than he had planned to observe, he decided it was high time he left.  He considered altering or damaging the runes carved into the walls, but he had so little knowledge on the subject that he figured he would likely blow himself up before he did anything useful.  Instead, he crossed his fingers and TELEPORTED to his next destination.

Again, Duke was stunned that he made it without issue.  Baslin’s magical cloak was working as he hoped, and he was now standing in front of a door he had entered a few times in the past.  He knocked on the door.

“Enter.”  The voice was calm, but somewhat strained.  Duke’s mood elevated upon hearing it.  He opened the door and entered the classroom-like chamber, seeing his favorite satyr standing, stunned with his mouth agape.

“Duke?  What are you doing here?  Didn’t you escape from the arena?  Oh no, did they re-capture you?”

Duke smiled at Gefolich and swept the satyr in a hug.  “You were one of the first in this world to show me any form of kindness and I have something for you.”  Duke pulled a very specific item from his INVENTIORY.  It was a series of runed brass pipes connected in ascending length woven together in a flat series by golden filaments.  He handed it to Gefolich who held it in his hand reverently, tears forming in his eyes.

“The instrument of my line, my flute.  I never thought I would see this again.  You have no idea what this means to me, Duke.”

“It means that you have the means to walk free from this place.”  Duke’s PURPOSE flared within him in full agreement.

“It does, Duke.  It does.  But there are so many more that are still trapped by the king’s leverage.”

“Well, since I just emptied the king’s secret vault, let’s go visit them and see if I have the keys to their freedom as well.  Yours was the only one I had a good description of, so I came to you first.”

“You stole from the king?  Emptied his vault?”  Gefolich marveled at the sheer audacity of the man standing before him.  He shook his head in wonder and disbelief.  “He is going to be enraged.  Nothing is going to stop him from coming after you for this, you know.”

“I’m kinda counting on it.  I’d rather fight him and his army on the field of my choosing than try and break him in the seat of his power.”

“You have changed.  Sure, you were cocky and more than a bit self-assured when you first came to me but this – this is on a completely different level.  Let’s get you to the others and see if you have what they need.  This could be a wonderous day.  Truly wonderous.”

The two of them rushed out of the room and down the hallways to Jablach’s room.  Gefolich burst through the door, surprising the demon and the students he was instructing.  All eyes shot to the door and Jablach’s irritated gaze changed to one of confusion as he saw Duke enter the room.

“Jablach, look who came to visit, and look what he brought me!”  Gefolich held up his flute for Jablach to see.

“That’s wonderous.  At long last, you are free.  This brings me such joy, my friend!”  Jablach gestured for his students to “go do something useful” and rushed to join the pair in the entryway.

Duke gave Jablach a firm handshake which got the demon to squeeze harder with a look of surprise on his face.  The pressure from both increased until Gefolich clapped them both on their backs.  “Enough of that.  We have things to do!”

Jablach released Duke’s hand as they both smiled at each other.  “You have gotten a lot stronger, Duke.”

“I’ve been busy.  Very busy.  But what I need to know from you is an extremely personal but relevant question – what does Chopie have over you that is keeping you here?”

“That is, indeed, very personal.  I trust you, Duke, but that’s a lot to ask.”

“Just tell him, Jablach.”  Gefolich interjected.

With a glance to Gefolich who nodded enthusiastically, Jablach answered.  “Chopie holds my gate stone.  Without it, I am trapped in this realm.  It is my only way home to my family.”

“Can you describe it?”  Duke asked, mentally pouring through the items in his INVENTORY to see if he could find something that fit the bill.

“It is a black stone engraved with crimson runes.  It is the keystone of an arch so is curved on both the top and bottom with the bottom being smaller than the top.”

Duke produced a stone that fit the description from his INVENTORY and watched as Jablach’s mouth dropped open.  He handed the stone to Jablach who held it gently and lovingly in his hands.

“It is my gate stone.  I can feel the draw to my realm from it.  I could leave at any time now.  I owe you much for this, Duke.  How can I repay you?”

“Jablach, Gefolich, you both took me under your respective wings and taught me how to survive in the arena, if not this entire world.  I am merely settling the debt I owe you both.” 

Both began to protest but Duke interrupted them.  “Who else might have had something in the vault that Chopie was holding over them?  I don’t know how much longer we have before anyone thinks to check the vault.  Could be minutes.  Could be months.  I don’t know, but I want to get as many deserving souls out of here as I can before then.” 

Before anyone else could move, another figure darkened the doorway.  An exceedingly average-looking man stood there with a curious expression on his face.  “Well, is anyone going to say something, or do I have to start figuring it all out for myself?”

“Axis!  You remember Duke, don’t you?”  Gefolich asked.

“Of course I do and from what I remember, there is no way he would want to be back here with us.  Left with an Archmage, if I recall.  Please do explain.”

Duke answered.  “I’m setting as many of my friends free as I can before this city goes completely to shit.  It’s already being overrun with vampires and other undead.  There’s more but now is not the time to go into it.”

“I have my flute.”  Gefolich added.

“And my gate stone.” Jablach joined in.

“I may have collected other leverage that Chopie is using to hold others here.  I mean to set as many as I can free.”

Axis’ face lit up with a smile.  “That’s incredible news!  How did you manage this feat?”

“I stole the king’s vault.”  Duke responded, deadpan.

“You stole the king’s vault.  The whole thing.  Like casually, walked into the castle and walked out with his entire vault on your shoulder?”  Axis asked incredulously.

“Not quite like that, but close enough for our purposes.  I have already returned two items that Chopie was using as leverage.  If there was anything else in that vault that is holding someone here, I want to return it and help you all get out of this city before it is completely overrun with undead.”

“Slow down, Duke.  That’s way too much information coming too fast.  Gefolich, Jablach, gather everyone held by leverage and bring them to my office.  Duke and I are going to be having a conversation.”  The two trainers practically ran out of the room, followed by the students who definitely had not been listening in on the conversation.  Not at all.

When Axis and Duke were alone, Axis continued.  “Duke, you say the city is about to be overrun by undead.  Explain.”

“OK, but there’s a lot of background to this so I’m going to give you the highlights for now.  Chopie’s pet mage is a necromancer and has been ordered to create an undead army which is gathering in the catacombs under the city.  They are taking people from the streets and their homes in the poorer districts and making undead out of them to build the army.  Most of the night watch are now vampires.  It’s getting bad out there, and it’s only going to get worse.  We have to get everyone out of the city that we can but I cannot afford to have any undead come with us.”

Axis listened to what Duke had to say, becoming more and more agitated as time went by before finally speaking up.  “You have set something in motion that will destroy this arena and all it stands for.”

Duke looked seriously at Axis, remembering his reputation for extreme violence, and preparing himself to defend himself or even flee if necessary.  “I am doing what must be done.  This city, this kingdom itself, is going to fall.  I will not allow those who have aided me to be washed away with this tide of evil.”

Axis’ gaze narrowed and Duke prepared himself.  “You had no obligation to aid any of us, Duke, yet you come to us unbidden with aid for many of us.  I cannot, will not, stand in the way of such an act of heroism but I cannot join you.  It is no simple object that Chopie holds over me.  He holds my family hostage.”

Duke nodded in understanding, tension draining from his body as he realized that he wasn’t about to get into a fight with the man of whom seasoned gladiators were terrified.  He pulled an object he had borrowed from Elaine out of his INVENTORY.  He held the Wonder Window out to Axis.  “Here, focus on your family and an image of them will form in this glass.  I will search for them and rescue them if I can.  Do you have any idea where in the city they are being held?”

“On the annual visits I am allowed to have with them, they are at the castle under heavy guard.”  Axis responded as he handed the window back to Duke.

Duke looked at the window, comparing it to what his DUNGEON SENSE had picked up when he examined the castle from below.  The woman and three daughters sparked his memory.  “I may know where they are.  If I can get to them, what can I say to them to convince them to come with me?”

“Can you truly do this, Duke?”

“I can.  I have grown much more powerful than I was when I was here.  There is nothing I have encountered that can stop me when I set my mind to it.”

Axis gave Duke a considering look before he pulled a delicate golden necklace from around his neck, handing it to Duke.  “Show this to my wife and tell her that she still owes me a moonlight dance.  She will know you are sent by me.”

Duke gave Axis a reassuring smile and TELEPORTED away.
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                Duke appeared in the room he had targeted and immediately activated his SILENCE Ability focused on the door and walls, ceiling, and floor of the room.  It took extra effort and concentration to only focus the Ability on those areas but it effectively soundproofed the room. Which ultimately turned out to be a smart move because he was greeted by a trio of shrieks from Axis’ daughters.

Axis’ wife stepped in front of her daughters. Pushing them behind her with her arms.  “Who are you and what do you want?”

Duke’s XENOGLOSSIA could read the combination of fear and anger rippling across the woman’s face even if all she thought was showing was anger.  He calmly turned to her and offered as gentle a smile as he could manage.  “Peace, Salandra.  My name is Duke and I am here to rescue you and get you four and Axis away from this horrible place.”  Duke produced the necklace from his INVENTORY and held it out for her to see.  “He says that you still owe him a moonlight dance.”

Salandra’s entire demeanor shifted.  She visibly relaxed and stepped closer to take the necklace.  “How…how is my husband?”

“He is as well as he can be, worry for you all is really eating him.  It would probably be best if we left here as soon as possible.  I don’t want us to be trapped here if the king’s men decide to come in.”

“Yes, but how are we going to get out?  The guards outside the door are very high-level.”

“Just gather around me and I’ll take care of it.  No need to worry.”  Duke said with complete confidence.  With a weak smile of hopefulness, Salandra gathered her children around Duke.  The youngest daughter latched onto his shirtsleeve.

Duke smiled at all of them.  “Are you ready for a little ride?  Good.  Here we go!”  He activated TELEPORT with a full 200,000 extra Mana.  When the Ability activated, he felt something odd.  It felt like something was trying to block his Ability but the extra Mana he had poured into it just blasted through whatever resistance there was.  He appeared in Jablach’s training room with his four passengers in tow.

Axis flashed across the room, sweeping Saladra up in a crushing hug.  He quickly pulled his daughters in as well, tears flowing from his eyes.  “I thought we would never be back together again.”

“Me neither.  I thought we were to be trapped in that room for the rest of our lives, only able to see you once a year.”

“Duke.” Axis said, his voice stern and authoritative.  “You have re-united me with my family.  I cannot repay the debt I owe you but you have my mark should you ever have need of it.  Anywhere.  Anytime.  Call upon me, and I will be there.”

Duke knew better than to deny such an oath but decided to shift the conversation.  “We have little time.  I believe the king may be aware that something is happening.  It won’t do for me to get you all freed from the arena only to have you trapped in the city.”

Axis stepped away from his family bidding them to follow.  “Come to my office, everyone should be gathered there.”  He paused for a moment.  “Or in the hallway outside my office.  Sending everyone there wasn’t the smartest of my ideas.  Regardless, let’s hurry.”  He scooped up his youngest daughter and they all followed him to see the crowd stuffing the hallway outside his office.

“Yep.  Bad idea.”  Axis stated.  “Everyone!  Make way to the dining hall.  There’s not enough room for all of us here.”  He and Duke, who had swept up Axis’ youngest daughter turned towards the dining hall and escorted Salandra, who had picked up their eldest daughter, to the dining hall.  Dozens of people filed in behind them.  Soon, the dining hall was nearly full.

Duke turned to Axis, “I don’t remember there being this many people in Leviathan.”

Axis smiled.  “There aren’t.  Did you think that we would withhold freedom from members of other factions?”

Duke smiled back.  “No, but I know there was some significant tension between the factions and I had no expectations of them trusting me.”

“It’s not you they are trusting.”  Axis replied, allowing his words to sink in, he continued in a much louder voice.  “Everyone!”  He waited for the crowd to quiet down.  “Some of you know Duke here.  Most of you do not know him but have at least heard of him.  He has collected items that Chopie was holding as leverage.  He has even brought my family back to me.”

The crowd started quickly discussing this and Axis gave them a few moments to speak before starting back up.  “Anyone who wishes to discuss what Chopie was holding over them with Duke to see if he has retrieved it may do so.  Please form a line behind Challen over here.  Do not be overly long as we will not be waiting long before departing.”

It did not take long to form the line and Duke stepped forward to start making his way through them all.  It took him a bit over an hour to get through them and he was pleased that he was able to help the vast majority of them.  The only ones he hadn’t been able to help had been the ones who, like Axis, had loved-ones held hostage.

The ones who were still “trapped” looked at each other as they moved to the far side of the room and out the door.  Duke leaned over to Axis and asked quietly.  “Are they going to be a problem?”

“Likely, yes.  They know the only way they can keep any favor with the king is to turn the rest of us in.  If we are going to leave, we need to do so soon.”  Axis’ voice grew strained as he looked over to his family.

Duke waited another minute to allow those who left to get further away before he called them all to quiet down.  “Everyone!  We have to leave.  The king knows something is up so gather around me.  I will take us all out of here to a place that is a whole lot safer.  If you don’t want to go, leave the room.  I’ll give you one minute.”

Thirty seconds later, the sound of booted feet was heard echoing down the hall and getting closer.  Duke worked his way through the crowd and stepped out the door and into the hallway.  What he saw coming around the corner took him by surprise.  It was unclear whether he was more shocked or disappointed.  City guards were charging down the hallway led by a rather familiar orc, now clad in Stone faction colors.

Tukelstan shouted back to the guards he was leading.  “See, there they are.  Just like I told you!”

Duke felt a white-hot flash of anger overcome him.  “Dude, you are the dumbest piece of shit I have ever met.  I let you live once, even gave you a chance to be free.  I’m not going to make that same mistake again.”  Duke concentrated on his TELEPORTATION Ability and activated it, blasting past the orc’s meager willpower and natural defenses.

The city guard stopped in their tracks as they were greeted by the squishy mess of a boneless orc body collapsing in a horrifying puddle in front of them.  The orc’s skeleton clattered to the floor in pieces two meters beyond.  The pile of flesh burbled as the dying orc attempted to speak but was unable to do so without any bones.

As one, the guards turned tail and ran.  Duke lowered his clenched fist and turned back to the room.  He was greeted with hard gazes.  These were all veterans of the arena and had seen horrors upon horrors.  They were unfazed by the sight of death for they had seen more than their share, but more than a few were taken aback at Duke’s display of power.

“As I said, either we leave now, or we will have to fight our way out.  Anyone not ready to go?”  Duke’s calm demeanor settled some frayed nerves but set others to even greater nervousness.  Regardless of how they felt, they all realized that it was time to go and leaving together was the safest way out.  None of them feared fighting but leaving sounded like a real good idea at this point.

Duke gathered his power and activated TELEPORTATION with a full four hundred thousand Mana, nearly emptying his Mana pool.  Again, he felt resistance, and it was much stronger now, but his enhanced Ability blasted through, and the entire group appeared in the courtyard of the Inn.

Duke spent another 2,000 of his Mana to activate a pair of larger RESTORE and CLEANSE Abilities before speaking loudly over the crowd. “Welcome to the Lake Front Inn.  Everyone head in and you will find rooms ready for you.”  Duke instructed the wide-eyed gladiators.  “Axis, would you and your family come with me, please.”

“Certainly.  Salandra, Katie, Lynne, Carolanne, come along and join our friend, Duke inside.”  The children clung to their father and mother as Duke led them inside and straight up to Calen.

“Calen, this is Axis, Salandra, Katie, Lynne, and Carolanne.  They are special guests of mine.  Please give them a suite on the fourth floor with additional rooms.  Each of the girls are to have a room of their own as well.”

Calen smiled. “It shall be as you say, Your Grace.  If you will follow me, I will show you to your room so that you can get settled.”

Duke added after a moment’s thought.  “Calen, all our new guests came here with only their own clothes on their backs.  See that clothing and whatever else they need is provided.  Warm meals and cold drinks would also be welcomed.  Make it known that I wish to meet with them all in the morning.”

Axis looked Duke in the eyes and solemnly stated.  “My debt to you only grows.  Your generosity is unlike any other I know.”

Duke gazed back, equally solemnly, “Look, I couldn’t let Chopie keep you all imprisoned if I could do something about it.  I found a way to do something, so I did.  Not a big deal.  Go on up to your rooms and we can talk later or in the morning.”

As they followed Calen upstairs, Duke overheard their conversation.  “He was one of your fighters?”  Salandra asked Axis.

“He was.  Falsely imprisoned and targeted for death by whoever makes those decisions.  His fight for his life and ultimate escape from the arena is the stuff of legend.  Totally pissed the king off.”

“I like him even more now.” Salandra added smiling.

Duke smiled to himself as they disappeared from sight.  He immediately felt a hand on his shoulder.  “We have unfinished business, you and I.”  He turned to see Aurelia not wearing her armor but rather wearing a form-fitting, low-cut dress.  His mind locked up and she smiled to herself as she dragged him off.
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                Aurelia led Duke to a table in a deep alcove.  It was deep enough that it could be considered a separate room.  Duke was sure this alcove hadn’t been there earlier, but the Inn was able to change as needed so he didn’t give it much thought.  Why the hell am I worrying about the Inn’s layout right now?  Does she make me that nervous?  Fuck!  Square yourself away.  Aurelia closed a curtain at the alcove’s entrance and sat down at the table.  Duke did the same.

“We’ve both been rather busy, haven’t we?”  Aurelia opened up the conversation with something she hoped would be an easy topic to get them talking.  “Tell me about what happened in the city.”

Duke relaxed a bit at the gesture, accommodating her request.  He told her about the raid on the vault, the family rescue, and how he brought so many gladiators back with him.  When he related the story about Tukelstan who had betrayed them, he lightened the story a bit to only say that he killed the orc.  The more he talked the less nervous he felt and his confidence began to reassert itself.

Aurelia settled into the conversation as well, relaxing herself as she relayed her adventures in the dungeon.  It turned out that Sam was getting far more creative in what he designed and had even accommodated her request for a full-scale mock battle with a massive undead horde.  The undead had been set with massive health pools but minimal to no damage capabilities.  Everyone that was “injured” by the undead were taken off the battlefield as dead.  The exercise had shown them where serious flaws had existed in their tactics and was ultimately a grand morale booster when they handily won the second round. 

It was during this conversation that Duke learned that she had developed a large group of soldiers with healing capabilities that were interspersed with the rest of the troops.  He loved the idea and found himself more and more enthusiastic about their training than he had been.  He also found that their chairs had moved closer together as they moved things on the table as representations of troops in their modeling.  They now sat side-by-side.

Duke leaned over across Aurelia to move the salt.  She slipped under his arm, and they found themselves gazing into each other’s eyes only a handsbreadth apart.  Duke was not sure who initiated it, but their lips found each other’s and all talk of training and combat faded away.  At some point, Duke used one last TELEPORTATION that night to get them both to his room uninterrupted.

The following morning found Duke alone in his bed, Aurelia going through a series of stretches that set his mind ablaze again.  He slid out of bed and she smiled up at him. His notifications tried to manifest but he forced them away for now, ignoring the insistent sense they gave off.  His priorities were very much elsewhere.

When they were finally ready to head out after bodies were CLEANSED and torn clothing was RESTORED, Duke addressed his notifications.

*** Yes!  Finally!  We’ve been waiting for that.  Congratulations, you are now a man!

Stop that already!  There’s too much to relay to be wasting our time on such things.

You’re no fun.  Go ahead and go through your boring updates then.  I’m hitting rewind.

Anyway, you have had quite the adventure robbing a king and rescuing all sorts of people.

You even killed an annoying orc that came back to haunt you after you beat him the first time.  Take 1,000 experience for the style you showed taking him down.  For rescuing 82 gladiators of varying levels, you receive 93,000 experience.  For rescuing Axis’ family in full alignment with your PURPOSE, you gain an additional 20,000 experience.  For raiding the entire vault of King Chopie, you gain an additional 50,000 experience.

Congratulations, you have made it to level 84.  You now have 12 Characteristic points to spend.

Your Abilities have been affected by your use.  Specifically, your TELEPORTATION ability was able to punch through two increasingly difficult suppression barriers and then you used it to kill an enemy is a truly grizzly manner that sent other attackers fleeing in abject terror.  That was great!  Your Ability changes are as follows:

TELEPORTATION has increased to Adept 46

OVERCHANNEL has increased to Practiced 15

CLEANSE has increased to Initiate 20

RESTORE has increased to Master 23

INVENTORY has increased to Initiate 26

SILENCE has increased to Novice 10

DUNGEON SENSE has increased to Adept 22

Now that you have set things in motion, I really hope you are ready for what’s coming for you.  We shall see, won’t we? ***

Duke shook his head at the odd bickering in his notifications.  It wasn’t the first time it’d happened, and he was starting to wonder about just who was writing these things.  Still, he was happy that he finally got another level and a significant boost to some Abilities.  But most of all, he had a night to remember with a strong sense that it would be repeated.

He descended the stairs for the first time in a while, foregoing his usual TELEPORTATION to the common room.  The room was positively abuzz. Soldiers and gladiators alike were enjoying a morning meal and his command table had been expanded as he had asked Sam to do at some point during the evening that he couldn’t quite recall.  He saw his team at the table and smiled.  When he saw Aurelia’s glowing smile, he couldn’t help but allow his smile to grow wider.

Joining his crew at the breakfast table, Duke gave his typical morning greetings as the server placed his breakfast before him.  The team seemed to be brimming with a mixture of emotions.  There was an undercurrent of anxiety throughout them all and Duke decided to address it right out the gate.

“Good morning everyone.  As you are all aware, my mission into the city was largely successful but not without expected dangers coming to fruition.  I was able to raid Chopie’s vault and free the majority of the gladiators I knew from the arena.  I did encounter some form of warding magic that tried to block my TELEPORTATION.  I was able to punch through the warding but that is a bit of a concern for the future.  We are already aware that they know our location and are likely to move to strike at us soon.  It is highly unlikely that they are aware of the number and composition of our troops so let’s keep that hidden.  For all they know, I am the only one who survived the assault on Baslin’s tower, but I don’t expect a rational response in the least.”

Baslin interrupted.  “I have set up anti-scrying wardstones all around our area.  They are not foolproof, but they will, at a minimum, give a false reading if they cannot block the scrying completely.”  He nodded in Grat’s direction.  “Grat has some rather clever defensive emplacements as well as ideas like the wardstones.”

Duke grinned.  “Glad to see that you all are proving as capable as I had expected.  Aurelia, what is the status of our Legion?””

“The Legion has come together rather quickly now that we have been able to work with less-restrictive levels of foes in the training constructs.  The troops have gained an average level of around twenty.  I know it’s not the tier two that you were hoping for but our growth is accelerating.  I expect we can increase that average by at least six levels a day. So, if you can give us a week, We can get to that tier two level you were looking for.  The mages are now integrated into our squads as well as the healers.  Each squad has ranged, front-line, healing, and magic in their loadouts.  They all operate well in their small-squad format but I am concerned that we are not prepared for a large-scale fight.”

Grat jumped in.  “Unless they find some way to bypass our defensive structures, it is highly unlikely that we will have such a situation.  Our walls are heavily reinforced and organic so they can regrow and even heal from damage.  Baslin has provided countless natural healing talismans for just that purpose.  We have enough defensive platforms that we can provide massive overlapping fields of fire from our siege weapons and ranged defenders alike.”

“Excellent.  I will continue to take the aerial surveillance role and see if I can locate the enemy.  They may not have even started marching our way yet but if they have, I want to know where they are and who they are.”  Duke added.

“You’re not going to try and take on their entire army by yourself, are you?”  Aurelia asked.

Duke chuckled.  “As tempting as that might be, I think it would be smarter to let the walking bags of experience points come to us so that we all can get the level-boost from them.”

“Walking bags of experience points?”  Elaine asked.

“That’s what I’m calling them, yes.”  Duke replied.  “There will be some in the army that will be a true threat, but the vast majority will be trash.  That is one of the reasons I keep pushing to get our troops tiered.  Once they tier, they will retain their power, but their levels will drop back to the beginning and will get tons more experience out of the fight.”

Aurelia nodded along.  “That is what I figured was your goal.  I will push the Legion as hard as I can without casualties, but I will need at least four days to get them there.  Can you get us that time?”

“Once we know the composition, location, and pace of the coming troops, I’ll better be able to make that determination.  At worst, we may have to find a way to delay their approach.”

“I have some ideas on that.”  Baslin interjected.  “Since we suspect that it is the undead army coming for us, they will likely be moving mostly at night.  Their vampires can’t travel effectively during the day as sunlight is harmful to them.  I expect that will work in our favor.  We can set up traps and delaying zones in their path if need be.”

“Then we have a plan forward.  I’m heading over to address our new…citizens?”  Duke wasn’t quite sure what to call the gladiators but citizens seemed the best option for now.  “Anyone care to join me?”  The entire table stood up with him.  He smiled, his body tingling at Aurelia’s brief touch as she came to stand close by his side.

Duke found the gladiators, as expected, all gathered at a group of tables.  “Good morning everyone and welcome to the Lake Front Inn.  As you may have guessed, this place is a rather unique magical construction.  You are all welcome here as long as you like but there are a few things you should know before you make any decisions.”

Duke waited for the group to settle down and focus fully on him.  “Firstly, this area is my domain.  My word here is final.  Secondly, any who wish to leave are welcome to do so.  Any who wish to stay are likewise welcome.  I broke you out of the arena not to generate any obligation, but because that is what drives me – freedom for myself and others.  I will not tolerate servitude or slavery in any form or fashion.  My biggest regret right now is that I was not able to get everyone out of there.”

Duke paused, allowing them to process what he was saying before continuing.  “I am sure you know how much this move has pissed off Chopie.  I have taken one of his favorite entertainments away.  Maybe not completely, but enough that it hurt him.  He has been gathering an army and I expect that he will be sending it my way soon.  We have made preparations for this army and are not all that worried.  There is opportunity for you all here.  The Legion is open for any who would want to join, crafters will find crafting facilities, and we can accommodate most other needs.  I don’t expect you to make any decisions today, but in a few days, we will talk again and see where things stand.  Any questions before I get to war preparations?”

“I would like a word with you, yes, Duke.” Axis answered. 

Duke waited to see if there were any others before gesturing the man aside.  “I’m all ears, Axis.  What’s on your mind?”

“How bad is the army that is coming our way?”  Axis asked.

“I honestly don’t know yet.  I’ll be going on a recon mission this morning to see if I can locate them, assuming they have even left the city.  I can see you are concerned about something.  Go ahead and ask it.”

“I am concerned for the safety of my family.  We have been separated for years now and I have barely been a father or husband during that whole time.  I have missed most of my youngest daughter’s life.  I do not want to miss more.”

Duke read the unspoken question in Axis’ body language and addressed it.  “Axis, your rescue as well as the other gladiators was not a recruitment drive for my army.  I have professional soldiers for that.  None of you are obligated to join my army or fight on my behalf.  If you want to, great.  We’ll welcome any who want to join but that’s not why I brought you all here.  It was my obligation to rescue as many as I could simply because I could.  It’s part of who I am.  I brought you all here because it is the safest place that I know.  Our defenses are ridiculously strong, and our army grows stronger by the day.  Chopie will send whatever he sends after us, and he will receive no word from them again.  Have no concern for your family’s safety.”

Axis visibly relaxed.  “Thank you, Duke.  My wife will wish me to stay back where it’s safe, but when the fighting starts, I don’t know if I’ll be able to keep from joining in.”

“Speak with Aurelia.  She is the general of the army and is in charge of deployment, strategy, and tactics.  Let her know what you can do, and she’ll reserve a space for you should you need to join in.  But for now, spend time with your family and don’t hesitate to ask for anything you or your family may need.”  Axis thanked Duke again before Duke headed out on his own mission.
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                Duke stepped outside the Inn and launched himself into the air.  God, I love the feeling of flying!  Nothing better than this.  Except last night.  Hot damn!  He quickly took an aerial view of his defenses.  The wall Grat had created was a several meter thick intertwining of trees and other plants that was brimming with sharp thorns.  Duke wasn’t sure how effective the thorns would be against the undead, but against lightly armored foes, it would be horrific.  He was also able to spot several mage platforms set carefully up in various trees.  He guessed that the defenses were strong, but he really didn’t know.  He took it on trust that Grat knew what he was doing.

Duke gained more elevation and started off in the direction of the city.  He flew in loops and spirals.  Not for any practical reason, but rather because it was just plain fun.  He reveled in the act of flight, the feeling of absolute freedom that it gave nearly overwhelmed him.  Soon he found himself flying over the village of Rahmfar and Duke switched over to Soul Sight, easily spotting Seshwashi over the houses keeping watch.  It was with a chill he realized that this village was in the direct path that the army would likely take.  He flew down.

Seshwashi rose up to meet him.  “Greetings, Friend Duke.  Welcome back to Rahmfar.  I saw you flying over and past the village.  What brings you back here so suddenly?”

“Bad news, I’m afraid.  An army is going to come this way and I am concerned that the village will be wiped out completely in the process.  None of the residents will survive what is coming this way.”

“Are you sure of this, Duke?”  Concern etched the serpent’s form.

“Am I sure the army will come this way?  Not entirely, but this is the most direct path and I see no reason that they would not come this way.  The army that I expect is coming consists of undead.  They are not going to hesitate to kill everyone in their path and convert them to more undead soldiers.”

Seshwashi suddenly looked crushed, his sorrowful gaze turned to Duke.  “Then this will be the last time we speak, my friend.  There is little I can do against such a material, mindless foe.  If I cannot defend my village from this attack and they all die, I will also cease as they are my life in this world.”

“What if they all left and went elsewhere?  Could you go with them?”  Duke asked.

“If there was no guardian spirit where they went, yes, but most every long-term gathering of people has one.”  Seshwashi lamented.

“One final question.  How long does it take for a Guardian Spirit to form?”  Duke asked, hope in his voice.

“It takes about a year for a village this size.  Longer for smaller gatherings and faster for larger ones.”

Duke smiled.  “I’ll be right back.”  Without another word, he TELEPORTED back to the Inn and focused his Soul Sight around the entire area, looking for a guardian spirit.  After ten minutes of scanning the entire area and coming up with nothing, he TELEPORTED back to the village.

Seshwashi’s demeanor told Duke that hope was fading for the guardian spirit.  He quickly acted to restore hope.  “My friend, where I would take these villagers, there is no guardian spirit yet.  You could perhaps come with them and become the guardian spirit for the area.”

He looked at Duke seriously.  “You would do this for me and my people?”

“I would.  I will speak with them now and see if they are willing to relocate.”  Duke offered as he began to descend.  When he reached the ground in the central square, there were already a number of villagers gathered around including what looked to be the local elder, a woman late in her years who addressed him as he set down on the ground.

“You make quite an entrance there, young man.  What is it you want from the humble village of Rahmfar?  Her voice was heavy with the tremor of age, her back bent by time, but her eyes still had the fire of a vibrant soul.  Duke could read her well and she was simultaneously deathly afraid and completely obstinate.

Duke responded.  “Good day to you, ma’am.  By your bearing, I am guessing that you are the leader of this village.  Is that so?”

She harumphed.  “Leader?  Hardly.  I am the eldest of the village and I do share my wisdom with the young ones, but no one leads these people and no one really needs to.  We are a simple farming community and take care of each other.  Now I ask you again, what do you want?”

Duke sighed inwardly.  Herding cats time. Might as well go full doom and gloom.  “I bring grave news.  An undead horde is headed this way.  They are killing everything in their path and will wipe this village off the face of Teldin.”

“Oh, is that all?’  She replied.  She then turned to the dozen or so villagers all gathered around the square and raised her voice.  “Trouble’s a comin’.  Fetch yer kin.”  Duke noted the complete change in tone and language when she turned back to him.  “Thank you for the warning.  I don’t suppose you have a solution for us, do you son?”

Duke smiled, “I do have one if you are willing to entertain it.  I will relocate the entire village to a safer place.”

“The entire village you say?  Buildings and all?  What are you? Some sort of divine messenger come down from above?  What god do you represent? Gaiathia perhaps?”

Duke chuckled.  “I suppose you could infer that I represent the divine from how I arrived, but no, I do not represent any god of this world.  I simply have the Ability to relocate your people to a safe place and to not offer my help in a situation like this is against my nature.”

“Fancy words.  Are you going to fly us all on your back then?”

Duke read the trepidation behind the sarcasm and realized that the woman was far out of her depth.  He decided another tack might be better.  “Perhaps it would be best if we sat down somewhere and shared a drink or a meal so we can speak more casually about this.  Declarations and pronouncements aren’t really my thing.  Plain talk is better and not filled with all the lies of political leaders.”  He paused, reading her reaction and knowing he was hitting the right mark.  “My name is Duke, by the way.  What is yours?”

“You’re the strangest Duke I’ve ever heard of.  Coming in here from the sky and offering help, not demanding things from us.  I am Ruathia, but most around here just call me Grandma Ruth.  Let’s sit down and talk as you say.”  She led Duke into what he guessed was her home.  It was a humble dwelling filled with the clutter of a lifetime.  Carved figurines clogged nearly every surface, leaving barely any space for anything else.  Drying herbs hung from the ceiling in countless places but there was just enough room at the table for the two of them.

Duke took the chair she gestured towards while she put a pot of water on the stove, the smell of burning wood filling the house as smoke leaked out of the cracked chimney.  Duke was tempted to RESTORE it, but he figured they were about to leave the entire village behind anyway.  A new idea began to form in his mind but was interrupted by Grandma Ruth sitting down opposite him.

“So, Your Grace, you come flying in here without retinue or guard, offer up a dire circumstance with no evidence, and expect me to convince the entire village to run away with you.  You see how difficult this is for me to stomach, don’t you?”

“Indeed, I do, so let’s clear some things up.  First, I am not a Duke.  My name is Duke, and yes, I know how much confusion that causes.  Trust me, I know.  Second, the army of undead is real and it will come this way.  I have fought quite a few of them already but that is nothing compared to the thousands that will come through here.”

“And how do you know they will come this way?”  She asked, showing her keen mind.  Duke read her suspicions clearly and decided to go with brutal honesty.

“This village lies in a direct path between the capital and my home.  They are coming to destroy me and mine on Chopie’s direct orders.  The mad king has taken a necromancer on as his primary advisor and set the monster free upon the land with the goal of killing me.”

“So you are responsible for this army of undead marching across the land, then.”

“Not directly.  All I have done is protect those I care for.  Chopie is corrupted through and through.  He imprisoned his father’s own Archmage over a petty squabble with his sister.  He forces people to fight in his gladiatorial arena for amusement.  The man is just plain evil.”

She gazed at Duke seriously.  “You are telling me the truth.  The whispers tell me so.”

“The whispers?” Duke asked, confused.

“Not all magic is spells, young man.  Some of us have magic in our blood.  My own great grandmother was a forest spirit.  A certain bit of her magic flows through my veins still.  It allows me to tell if someone is lying to me or concealing something.  I can tell you are not lying, but there is something you have not said.”

“There are a great many things I have not said.  I have not said that Chopie is no longer human but is undead himself now.  I have not said that I wish to bring your village to my home so you can be protected.  I have not said that I have already spoken with your guardian spirit, Seshwashi and he agrees.  But none of these things are what are causing your hesitation.  You are comfortable with your life here and really do not want to disrupt your entire world.  What you haven’t realized is that your world is going to be disrupted either way, and my offer allows your friends and family to live on and prosper.  While doing nothing will sentence them to death and reanimation.”  Duke knew his words were entirely too blunt, but he did not care at this point.  He had an army to track down and this was merely a distraction and a delay.

She fixed Duke with a hard stare, one that she had used to intimidate countless other people in her lifetime.  Duke didn’t blink and she nodded after a few moments of stare-down.  “Very well, for the sake of the youth, I will convince them to accept your offer.”  With that, she got up and poured two cups of tea, handing one to Duke.  “Let’s go talk to everybody.”

When they stepped outside, it was clear that the entire village had gathered.  Some had farm implements such as pitchforks or other weapon-like items.  Axes were the most prominent of weapons, but there was one sword among the crowd.  It was old and in disrepair, but it was still a sword.  They were as prepared for trouble as possible.  Duke smiled at them and held the door open for Grandma Ruth.  She smiled back at him and the crowd visibly relaxed.

She spoke first.  “Everybody, y’all come close now so’s I don’t havta shout.  I only gots so much honey for my tea, ya know.”  The crowd obeyed closing in around the two of them.  She continued.  “Duke here, told us some downright awful news, but being the good boy he is, offered to help us.  Monsters are a comin ‘ere and it ain’t gonna be good.  Our farms, our houses, our families, the whole tootin’ village will be wrecked.  We gotta go.  We gots no other choice.”

“Where will we go?”  A particularly bold teenage boy shouted the question on everyone’s mind.

Duke answered him.  “I will welcome you all to my home, to my lands so that you can rebuild your village and livelihoods.  I will provide you with all the resources necessary to rebuild and thrive once again.  You have my word on this.” 

At that moment, Seshwashi flowed through the crowd.  Duke could see him touch the heart of each and every villager and all of their expressions changed with the touch.  Their eyes grew softer, the tension washed from their frames, and they all felt bolstered.

Grandma Ruth spoke up.  “Good.  I’m glad y’all are smart enough to know kindness when you see it.  Go ta yer homes and gather up yer things.  We needs ta be ready to leave by sundown.”  She leaned into Duke and quietly added, “Will that be soon enough.”

“That will be just fine.  I’ll return to help everyone move then.  Don’t worry about carts or wagons.  I have a magical means to transport everyone to safety.”  Grandma Ruth raised an eyebrow at that but didn’t pursue the question.

“Very well, I will see you then.  Thank you, Duke.”

“My pleasure ma’am.  I shall see you this evening.”  With that, Duke rose into the air to the startled shouts of many of the villagers.  He gained altitude and continued his patrol.
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                Duke continued his meandering flight, searching for signs of Chopie’s army.  He got closer and closer to the capital without seeing any sign of activity which both concerned him and raised his spirits.  It was when he was about twenty kilometers out that he saw the first signs of activity.  It was not an army on the move, but rather, it was hundreds of refugees trudging down the road, away from the capital.  He could see, even from this distance, that there was a level of panic amongst the people as they kept looking back over their shoulders.

Duke poured on some more speed, following the road and the path of refugees that traveled along it.  The people flashed by quickly until he came upon a thick, black, low-hanging cloud layer.  He slowed down, not wanting to punch into the cloud without any sense of what lay beyond.  What he did see was that the few travelers on the road were not carrying any possessions like the others had been and they were running forward desperately.  Duke was certain that Chopie’s undead army marched under that cloud.

Duke cautiously moved into the dark cloud, skirting the base layer with his DUNGEON SENSE fired up to its full sphere.  He thankfully saw nothing lurking in the cloud ahead of him, but what he did see was alarming enough.  There were undead moving below, shrouded by the blackness of the cloud.  He could easily spot masses of skeletons, zombies, and vampires.  He had to IDENTIFY a number of other undead to figure out what they were and none of it was good news.  Ghasts, ghouls, and  wights were among the more common of the different undead.  There were some horrific creatures that were apparently called bone oozes that were a mixture of rotten grey flesh and yellow bones that flowed over the ground consuming nearly everything they came into contact with.

His first instinct was to attack the horde to slow it down and give the people time to flee but he knew that would likely be a poor decision.  I just can’t let all these people die and expand the army but if I fully engage the entire army here by myself, one mistake and I’m done.  In a flash, an idea occurred to Duke and he set it into motion.  He flew down to the area between the fleeing people and the army, using every stealth and concealment skill and Ability in his repertoire. 

Once he was in place, he channeled as much LIGHTNING as he could handle into a single ball the size of his head.  He concentrated nearly 200,000 Mana into the ball and then began to seal it in ICE.  It took another 200,000 Mana to seal the LIGHTNING within the ICE, but he hoped it would hold long enough for the horde to arrive.  He left the construct in the middle of the road and took flight again.  Most of his Mana was tied up in the construct, but he wasn’t going to stick around to get into combat with the horde.  He flew back up wishing the refugees luck as he TELEPORTED back home.  It chafed at him not to be able to rescue everyone, but such was the nature of war.

Upon arrival, Duke used the Jewel of Whispers to contact his leaders and bring them all together for an “emergency meeting.”  It was not long before they were all gathered around the command table, anticipating what Duke had to say.  Aurelia was the last to arrive, placing her hand on his shoulder before taking her seat next to Duke.

“Thank you all for coming on such short notice.  I have seen the army and it’s better organized than I had expected.  They are about twenty kilometers outside of the capital and moving at a steady pace.  Which means we have roughly ten days before they arrive.  That’s a bit longer than I had originally feared but it is how they are travelling that is the newest concern.”

Duke could see the tension at the table but thankfully, he did not see any particular fear being shown.  He continued.  “They travel under the cover of a massive cloud of darkness.  The cloud covers them, blocking the sunlight entirely so that even the vampires can travel during the day as well as the night.  They are also killing everything in their path and reanimating it.  There are zombie squirrels in the horde.  There are also things called bone oozes that are horrific flexible masses of flesh and bone that seem to be able to squeeze through small openings.  I also saw ghouls, ghasts, and wights.  There’s no telling what else they might have in there.”

“Likely spectres too”, Baslin added.  “They will bypass many of our physical defenses easily.  We must be prepared for them.”

“Good point.  Get them included in our training.  If there are any special immunities we should expect to face, I want counters for them created and distributed.  Aurelia, how are our troops doing for gear?  Do we have enchanted gear available yet?”

“We are doing well from a basic standpoint.  Everyone is outfitted with good armor and weapons, but enchanted gear is still rare.  No more than 10% of our troops have anything enchanted or otherwise magical.”

“I have trained a subset of the mage corps to be able to enchant gear.”  Baslin added.  “I can have them produce upwards of 500 enchanted weapons a day.  That will only get us to roughly 8,000 enchanted weapons overall which would only cover about half of the melee troops.”

“That’s still something.  Maybe I can get Sam to increase the output of magical weapon rewards in the dungeon.” Duke mused.  “Here’s the next thing.  Grat, I need an area about 500 meters square cleared inside the walls.”

“Glad to do it, but might I ask what it’s for?”  Grat asked.

“I am relocating a farming village here.  I can’t save everyone in the path of the horde, but this village brings with it something special.”  Duke continued, pausing for effect.

“Well, don’t leave us hanging by a thread, Duke.  What does it bring?” Elaine asked.

“A Guardian Spirit.”  Duke responded.  He received several blank stares but Grat and Baslin both reacted.

“How powerful has the spirit grown?” Baslin asked.

“I don’t think Seshwashi is terribly strong yet, but when he integrates here with all our populace, I expect he will be a force to be reckoned with.”  Duke responded.

Baslin smiled.  “I think I can help that growth along.  What form does this spirit take?”

“If you can help him grow, that would be beneficial.  He is a giant white serpent right now.”

“Oh, yes, there are some great evolutionary possibilities for a guardian serpent.  Get him here as soon as you can.  I’m going to go get started on the ritual Spells right away.  Aurelia, I am going to need every one of your people to come to the ritual circle when we are ready and accept the serpent as the guardian of this area.  That will grow his power quickly.”

“All at once?” Aurelia asked, concern etching her face.

Baslin shook his hands in dismissal.  “Oh no, one at a time.  Small groups are fine too.  It would be too much to try and channel everyone at once.”

Aurelia nodded.  “One squad at a time.  I can work that into the training schedule.”

Duke started again.  “One more thing for you, Baslin.  I need bombs.”

“Bombs?”  Baslin asked confused.

“Yes, bombs.  I need things that I can drop from above the undead army that will explode upon impact with the ground.  I want to shell them into oblivion before they even get here.  We have time while they march, why sit back and wait when we can take them out on the march?”

“I can make alchemical concoctions that are wildly unstable so that they explode on impact, but they will be, as I said, wildly unstable.  I don’t think you would want to carry them that far.”

“I’ll have them in my INVENTORY.  It should be fine.” Duke responded.  “Get to work on them after the ritual is set up.  How long will it take to make them?”

“Unstable concoctions?  That’s the easiest of all alchemical creations.  It’s the first thing all apprentices inadvertently learn to make.  They are really failed creations so not usually made intentionally but with enough ingredients, we can make a ton of them.”  He paused briefly.  “OK, I’ll make a ton of them.  Let the others work on the weapon enchantments for the troops.  I’ll make a few of my own before the week is out, but for now it’s all failed concoctions.”  Baslin had a gleam in his eye that Duke hadn’t seen in a while.  It seemed Baslin was having fun again.

Duke smiled at the prospect of being able to bomb the approaching army.  He sent everyone on their separate ways but followed Grat out to watch the clearing.  What he saw still was a wonder to watch.  The trees and other plants uprooted themselves and walked back from the edge, working their way into the extremely dense forest that Grat had made.

“Grat, with all the trees and other plants crammed together, how do they all get enough nutrients and water to survive?”

“I have enriched the soil for nearly ten kilometers around the Inn and the plants all share some root connections which allow them all to get enough to thrive.  It’s quite nearly like they are all part of one singular organism.”

“That is quite impressive.  How long until the area is clear for our new village?”  Duke asked.

“Give me two hours and the site will be all ready.”  Grat absently replied, his focus on the moving forest before him.

Duke decided to go back to the village and see how their preparations were coming.   One quick TELEPORT later, he stood in the village square and was greeted by Grandma Ruth.

“You’re early, young man.”

“I was once told that if you’re not early, you’re late.”  Duke replied.

“I see.  Well, there is some wisdom in that approach.  I suppose it is just as well.  We have called everyone back in from the fields.  All should be packed up and ready to leave in the next few hours.”  She responded.

Duke looked around the village, committing the layout to his memory.  It wasn’t that difficult a task as there were only about forty buildings in all if you excluded things like outhouses.  His Reason was high enough that committing such details to memory was just a matter of a few minutes of concentration.

When he was done, he took a tour of the village helping the villagers get packed and ready to leave.  Most accepted the help, but a few were insistent that they do it all themselves.  Duke accommodated them.  As he saw them getting close to ready, he TELEPORTED back to his room at the Inn.  Once there, he went into his storage area and emptied most of what he had stolen from Chopie into a storage room.  He kept anything that his SENSE MAGIC indicated as magical in his INVENTORY, including the phylactery.  I really need to sort through all this stuff at some point and see what is useful from it all.  Never enough time to do everything.  Gotta keep moving.  From there, he checked on Grat’s progress and found his work complete – the new section of open area was complete.

Duke once again returned to the village, greeting the gathered villagers.  “Hello again.  Your new home is nearly ready.  Are you ready to depart?”

Grandma Ruth stepped up to Duke.  “On behalf of all of Rahmfar, thank you for saving us from the horrors that are coming.  I’m not sure everyone was really believing it until Jelorca received the vision of what was coming.  She screamed for nearly a half hour and when she was done, she told us all what she saw.  Folks started really moving after that.  We are ready.   What do we have to do?”

“Gather everyone in the square and I’ll take it from there.”  Duke replied.

“Done.”  Grandma Ruth replied, looking over at the gathered villagers, fear and trepidation cemented on their features.  They had all filled the square already.

Duke smiled and spoke loudly.  “People of Rahmfar.”  He activated TELEPORTATION, bringing them all along with him.  “Welcome to your new home.  Please stay here for a few minutes.  I will return shortly.”

Duke TELPORTED back to the village and began pulling buildings into his INVENTORY.  Once his INVENTORY was full, he TELEPORTED back to the new location and dropped the buildings back out of his INVENTORY in the proper layout.  The buildings came out as piles of rubble as they were just not sturdy enough to survive being uprooted.  It took Duke seven trips before he had all the piles of building remains laid out around the confused villagers.

Grandma Ruth came up to him with several other villagers.  “Are those our homes?”

Duke smiled.  “Yes and no.  It’s not like you could live in them in the condition they are in right now, could you?”

“Obviously not.”  She replied and agreement was rumbling through the crowd.

Duke nodded and moved to the center of the villagers in the central square.  He raised his voice loud and spoke.  “Please stand away from the piles.  This will only take a moment.”  He waited for the villagers to stop trying to go through their destroyed houses and then activated a sizable RESTORE, rapidly bringing the houses back to perfect condition.

The villagers lost control of their emotions as they saw their entire village restored at the new location.  Tears flowed freely even as Captain Slevin came over with a number of troops to help the villagers get settled.

Duke left them with a final message, “Come into the Inn when you are all settled.  We’ll have a meal ready for you.”  He headed into the Inn to get to Baslin’s laboratory.  He had bombs to gather and an army to devastate.
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                Duke walked in to Baslin dancing around the lab with a tun-sized glass container, chuckling and humming to himself. He paused, trying to decide whether to interrupt the Archmage, or to enjoy the show. He decided to enjoy the show and watched as the Archmage gleefully poured what seemed to be random amounts of substances into the container before sealing the lid with some sort of incantation.

Duke decided to wait a bit longer and watched as Baslin put the container on a stack of twenty similar ones. He then noticed Duke and laughed. “Oh, Duke, I haven’t had this much fun in years! I have made so many random concoctions I can barely remember what I’ve put in them. And all but one failed – they will make great bombs for you.”

“You had one succeed?” Duke looked around the lab, marveling at the absolute messy state it was in.

“Oh yes. It was quite the surprise. We now have enough fertility tincture to start a whole nation!” Baslin beamed at Duke.

“Dear god, for the love of all that’s holy, keep that stuff locked up!” Duke exclaimed, shivering with the thought of thousands of babies, or worse yet, pregnant women all blaming him. Total nightmare fuel.

Baslin laughed. “Don’t worry, I keep everything locked up. You can take all these. They might not all explode but whomever is on the receiving end of them will have a very bad day regardless.”

“That will work. Thanks. On another note,” Duke asked as he loaded the indicated containers into his INVENTORY, “how are the Mage Corps coming along?”

“Quite well. I had them planning a tournament so they could showcase their abilities, but this whole ‘army at our door’ thing has postponed the event. Regardless, they all have gotten the initial four spells into the Initiate level with a few even close to Practiced. I have added the freeze undead Spell in as well but I doubt more than a few will get it past Novice before the undead get here.”

Baslin looked Duke up and down in assessment. “You know, Duke, I need to teach that Spell to you as well. Every caster we have should be able to cast it. I know you’re not a traditional caster and it might not work the same for you, but it couldn’t hurt to try.”

“I agree. Let’s do that tomorrow. I’m going to go give myself a reason to do a BDA and then call it a night.”

“BDA? Another idiom?” Baslin asked.

“I think the technical term is initialism. It stands for Bomb Damage Assessment.” Duke responded.

Baslin smiled broadly. “Yes, fill me in on how it goes. I am eager to see what comes of all this fun in the lab.”

Duke left Baslin to his joyful playing in the lab, making sure the door was closed tightly behind him. That madman is going to blow himself up if he…no, never mind, not even going to think it. Duke made his way outside and TELEPORTED to a spot a full three kilometers above where he left the LIGHTNING ball for the undead to stumble over. All he saw was the black cloud that was even creepier in the fading light of evening. He flew down slowly through the cloud to get in range of his DUNGEON SENSE. What he saw was a gaping crater where the road had been. It was nearly fifty meters across and there were undead making their way across and around it.

From the size of the hole, he was sure that he had blasted a bunch of them to final death with the blast but there was really no evidence. What he really found disturbing was that the undead army stretched this far back. He was unsure where the leaders of the army even were. He decided to fly back and see what he could see.

Five kilometers back, he found the rear of the army. It was filled with gigantic undead beasts, one towering over thirty meters tall. Fucking undead kaiju. You gotta be kidding me. Duke decided that this group was as good a target as any and started dropping bombs on the massive undead monsters.

The first bomb that hit produced a shockwave that knocked Duke a few meters up and nearly obliterated the undead it had landed on. Duke started a bombing run on the undead from just above the dark cloud. He released all 20 bombs on the various giant undead to varying effect. Some created noxious gas clouds that ate away at the undead while others splashed burning chemicals in a wide area. There were a few that exploded like the first. When Duke flew down below the cloud layer to see the effect with regular vision, he saw scores of the large undead down or destroyed. There were still hundreds left and he could see some faster undead looking around for the source of the attack. He decided to return home and get some rest, his short bombing mission fulfilled.

Duke crashed out in his room shortly afterwards. It had been a long day, and he was looking forward to his morning notifications which came all too soon.

*** Busy, busy, busy. Killing undead, relocating villages, preparing your new world for its own Operation Arc Light. You really have stepped things up, turning failed laboratory experiments into offensive weapons. Reduce --> Reuse --> Redeploy as Munitions. You take recycling to a new level. You gain 10,000 experience for this new escalation of warfare on this world.

You managed to kill 155 undead of various levels and tiers, earning you an additional 53,300 experience. This was enough to advance you to level 85. You now have 24 Characteristic Points to spend.

Oh yes, you also relocated an entire village into your stronghold along with their Guardian Spirit. For saving them from the advancing army and restoring their entire village, you receive an additional 10,000 experience.

Your Abilities continue to improve through these efforts.

TELEPORTATION has increased to Adept 54

AURA CONCEALMENT has increased to Initiate 3

LASTING DISGUISE has increased to Novice 10

LIGHTNING has increased to Initiate 25

OVERCHANNEL has increased to Practiced 17

ICE has increased to Initiate 22

CLEANSE has increased to Initiate 21

RESTORE has increased to Master 28 for rebuilding and entire village from its wreckage

IDENTIFY has increased to Initiate 15

SENSE MAGIC has increased to Novice 9

INVENTORY has increased to Initiate 36 for moving an entire village through the Ability

FLIGHT has increased to Initiate 33

DUNGEON SENSE has increased to Adept 25

You are preparing well for the battle to come, but, as you have now seen, you are hopelessly outnumbered. You had better come up with some qualitative improvements quickly because your numbers aren’t exactly growing. Then again, maybe you can bomb your way to parity. Who knows? ***

Duke took careful stock of his improvements and was satisfied, particularly with the few large jumps in Abilities. He considered where to spend his 24 Characteristic points and decided that his magic was going to be the key to the upcoming fights. He placed all 24 points into Psyche bringing his score above 500 before the 10% boost his Title gave him. It was a boost to his Mana and his Mana regen, but he didn’t think it was enough. He decided that he needed to kill more undead today. But first, breakfast!

He hurried down to the command table to see that he was the first there for, well, the first time. Calen came over to him with a concerned look on his face.

“Good morning, Your Grace. You know it’s terribly early in the morning, right? You weren’t expecting others to be here waiting for you like usual, were you?”

“Actually, I had no idea what time it was. I just figured that since I was awake, I could get my day started.” Duke activated a 100,000 Mana CLEANSE and the Inn brightened up.

“Thanks for the hit, Duke.” Sam appeared and greeted Duke.

“You’re welcome. How goes the growth?” Duke replied.

“Quite well, I must say. I am growing near my former peak rate and that is still accelerating. Having so many in the dungeon almost continuously is making things go far faster than I expected. In fact, I have been able to add enchanted weapons to the loot list. It’s still less than a one percent drop rate, but at the rate your troops cut through my creatures, there should be somewhere around one hundred of them dropping every day.”

“That is great news. I was wondering if you could create a dungeon entrance and have the exit come out somewhere really far away?” Duke asked.

“With enough Mana, I could possibly do that. Why do you ask?” Sam seemed intrigued by the question.

“We have a massive army of undead headed our way. Our defenses are strong and getting stronger, but I have no illusions about being able to keep them from eventually breaching our walls. I would love to have them pour through the breach and into a dungeon level that is just an absolute killing machine. If anything does make it through the level, they exit several kilometers away so that they will have to take a long trip to get back to us. Is that something you could do?”

Sam looked at Duke with wonder. “You want me to make a level that has a sole purpose of killing everything that comes into it without any puzzles? Without any chance for those entering it to leave? Without any warning or mercy?”

“Yes, that is what I am asking for in this one, specialized level that will only be used for this one scenario and will never be connected to any other levels.” Duke clarified.

Sam face slowly grew into a full grin. “Oh, yes. I can do that. But it’s going to take a lot of Mana to put together. Somewhere on the order of two hundred million Mana to make it as deadly as possible.”

“That’s a lot of Mana.” Duke responded, wondering how such an amount could be transferred to the dungeon.”

Sam responded. “It is and at the same time, it isn’t. If you spent an entire day in the dungeon, that much Mana would be generated.”

Duke stared back at Sam, stunned. He pulled up his sheet and did some calculations. His Mana regen had gotten extreme, almost 3,000 a second. Extrapolating the math out, he realized that Sam was right. His Mana regen was astounding. “I guess I’m going to have to spend a lot more time inside the dungeon. How deadly can you make this level?”

Sam grinned. “The level will kill just about everything below tier five. But there might be some volume limits. I can’t reset traps and creatures when there are delvers close to their reset and respawn points. If the level gets full, there’s no way I can stop them all like you want.”

Duke nodded. “It still will be a good trump card to have. Get working on it as soon as you can but don’t open the level until it is time. I want to surprise these undead bastards, but I don’t want anyone wandering in there that shouldn’t be.”

Duke spent a few more hours going over plans and ideas of his own in preparation for the coming battles. Eventually, others started showing up and he was able to discuss what he saw was their roles in his plans. He didn’t mention the new dungeon level just yet.
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                Duke stood in Baslin’s laboratory looking at the entire adjoining storeroom filled with what they had come to call firebombs.  He had not bothered to count them but just chuckled along with the Archmage as he started to load them into his INVENTORY.  Today was going to be a good day for a bombing run.  He knew he had to spend more time in the dungeon so Sam could get as much Mana as possible but destroying as much of the approaching army as he could before they arrived was also a high priority.

“So, the firebombs are actually alchemical successes then?” Duke asked.

“In essence, yes.  They do what they are intended to do so I would consider them a success.  When they impact, they will explode, sending a flaming gel spraying over an area of about twenty meters across.  The gel will burn for at least ten minutes before it burns itself out.  Pretty nasty stuff.”  Baslin grinned.

“You made napalm.  This is perfect.  It is a shame that we didn’t have more time to develop some different payloads because this is an amazing start.  What I wouldn’t do for a fuel-air explosive.  That would wipe out whole swaths of the undead.”

“What is this fuel-air explosive?”  Baslin asked, intrigued.

“Let’s see if I can remember enough to explain it.  Short of a MOAB, it was probably the nastiest non-nuclear bomb I’ve seen.  It basically is a fuel canister that gets dropped on the enemy.  On the way down, it has a pre-explosive charge that spreads the fuel all through the air.  Then the secondary charge sets that fuel-air mixture off in a massive explosion.  It is a terrible weapon of war, but since they have decided to start a war, I really don’t care what we do to destroy them.”  Duke responded, relaying everything he knew about the weapon’s construction.

Baslin looked past Duke with a contemplative look.  Duke waited for a response but quickly realized he had lost the Archmage for a while.  He finished putting the firebombs into his INVENTORY and headed out.  “Goodbye Baslin.  Don’t blow yourself up while I’m gone.”  He received an absent wave in response.  He wasn’t entirely confident that Baslin wouldn’t do just that.

Duke spent the next several hours checking in on everyone from inside the dungeon.  He even spent time watching the groups go through the dungeon.  They generally went through in groups of ten with healing and magical support making up four of the ten slots.  What Duke noted most often was that the groups worked extremely well together in the dungeon.  They seemed to know the movement of the undead before they even moved.  As he watched, he was concerned that the undead in the dungeon were stuck in set patterns which would be a terrible thing.

He watched several more runs but was relieved to see that it wasn’t set patterns, but somewhat unimaginative attacks from the undead.  He called out to Sam.  “Hey, Sam, can you make these undead a bit more free-thinking?  They are pretty set in the things they can do.”

Sam appeared next to Duke and smiled.  “Not at their current level, no.  If you allow us to push the level gap a bit higher, say to fifteen or even twenty above the soldiers, I could really ramp up the challenge.”

Duke considered for a few seconds before responding.  “Start increasing the level by one at a time with an upper level of 20 above the group’s average level.  If they start really struggling, step the level down by one again.  I want my troops to be able to fight above their level consistently.  They need to be at least as deadly as a well-formed adventuring party.”

“I shall do so, Duke.  Do you wish me to inform Aurelia?”  Sam asked.

“No, don’t let her know unless she asks.  If she seems upset about it, have her contact me to discuss.  You can tell her this was my decision and my order.”  Duke responded.  “Now, I have a few bombing runs to do.”  Duke’s smile as he departed was too wide and somewhat frightening when combined with the glint in his eye.  People instinctively stepped out of his path before he simply TELEPORTED to where he had blasted the giant undead yesterday.

When he arrived, the dark cloud had moved on, following the army.  He could see it in the distance but what struck him the most was the devastation of the area below him.  Everything living had been obliterated by the combination of the passage of the army and his bombing yesterday.  The path of destruction was easy to follow and was kilometers wide on either side.  Duke growled as he knew the unnaturalness of the scene and the man responsible for it all.  He vowed again that he would have Chopie’s head before it was all over.

Duke pursued the army from behind, keeping high in the sky to reduce the chance of him being detected.  When he finally caught up with the army, he could see there were about half as many giant undead in the rear as there had been before his last bombing run.  He wasn’t sure whether it was because he had destroyed them or if it was because they had been dispersed throughout the army.

Doesn’t matter where they are.  I’m gonna blast them all as many times as it takes.  With that thought, he began his first bombing run, using DUNGEON SENSE to spot the undead advancing below him.  He flew at high speed, dropping the bombs across a large area in a series of runs.  The resulting explosions lit up the darkness below the cloud, fires spreading across the undead.

Ecstatic that they still didn’t seem to have either figured out what was happening or just were unable to counter it, Duke dropped his final run of bombs right along the front line of the advancing army.  He smiled at the resulting devastation before TELEPORTING back to the Inn.

When he walked back into the Inn, he saw a beautiful woman clad in gold armor make a beeline right for him.  Duke didn’t need his XENOGLOSSIA to tell that she was angry.  She stormed right up to him.

“You changed the dungeon parameters!”  Her accusation rang loudly throughout the common room.

He looked her right in the eye.  “Is that how you bring up an issue to your commander.”

The turn in her eyes told Duke that he had read her right.  She paused as her face went through a number of emotions, finally resting on disappointment.  “Why didn’t you tell me you were changing things?  I could have warned them.”

“What warning will we have of our enemy changing tactics or slipping in elite troops in with the fodder?”  Duke replied steadily.  He knew that she was a general by nature, but was less prepared for this fight than she thought she was.  He was the only one who had actually seen the coming army and the devastation they left behind.

Aurelia’s mind raced as she shifted from being angry about being left out of the loop to completely understanding why Duke had done it.  “That was downright dirty and probably entirely called for.  Sorry for my outburst, Your Grace.”

“You can make it up to me later.”  Duke replied which set her to blushing, her redness increasing more as she realized that she was blushing. 

She decided to quickly change the topic.  “Were your bombing runs successful?”

“I would say so.  I won’t know how many I killed until I can get to my notifications in the morning, but I feel pretty solid about the effect even if they are adapting.  The army is changing its marching pattern and anything we can do to make the leaders change their plans is a win for us.”

“Are the undead intelligent?  I thought they were mostly mindless?” She asked.

“From what I can see, there are skeletons and zombies making up the bulk of their forces and those are truly mindless.  But, beyond that, other undead have some level of intelligence.  And they are all being controlled to some extent by whatever is leading this monstrosity.  I still haven’t seen the leaders yet, though.  I have assumptions as to who might be leading this, but until they revel themselves, that’s it, just assumptions.  And I hate working from an assumption because that usually comes around to bite you in the ass.”

Aurelia leaned forward and whispered in Duke’s ear.  “I’ll bite you in the ass if you like.”  Duke’s body reacted as his mind stumbled.  She intertwined her arm in his and led him towards the stairs.  “I’ll take that as a yes.”  Duke didn’t consider not continuing with her.

Morning found the pair still in bed.  Duke awoke first, finding himself wrapped in a tight cuddle.  He decided to go through his notifications as he enjoyed her warmth.

*** Well, you’re really mixing worlds now.  Be careful what you bring from your world to Teldin.  You have no idea what the consequences will be.

You killed a quite a few undead with your new techniques.  More than 1,500 in all for an experience boost of 341,825 which has jumped you all the way up to level 89.  You now have 48 Characteristic Points to spend.

You had minimal gains in your Abilities and I’m not even going to go into it here.  You-

***

Duke once again was perplexed by the seemingly interrupted message but applied his 48 points straight to Psyche, boosting his maximum Mana closer and closer to 500k.  That should help things along for us, Sam.  Eventually, he extricated himself from Aurelia, firing off a CLEANSE for good measure.  He was dressed and on his way before long.

Duke headed out of the Inn, not stopping for his usual breakfast on his way to check in on the villagers.  As he arrived he was greeted by a beaming Grandma Ruth.

“Good morning to you, Duke.  This place is nothing like what we had expected.  Our homes, even our clothes, have been restored as if they were newly made.  It’s nothing short of amazing.”

Duke smiled.  “It is, isn’t it?  I have a few questions for you, if you don’t mind?”

“By all means, ask your questions.”  She replied still smiling.

“OK.  First off, why do you completely change your speech patterns when you speak with the villagers than when you speak with me?”

“Oh, that’s simple.  You’re a Duke.  I’ll use the high speech with you, but the villagers are uneducated and rather simple so low speech is appropriate.”  She smiled mischievously as she answered.

“And that provides more questions than answers, like how would you even know that?”  Duke asked.

“Oh, that’s another simple one to answer.  I originally come from a noble family.”  She gazed off into the distance briefly.  “But that is all in the past now.”

“What do you mean?”  Duke asked, intrigued.

“My family was once a noble house of the Kingdom of Eternia.  I know, Ironic name since the kingdom doesn’t exist anymore.  But when the twins split the kingdom, Chopie made some rather drastic changes to the laws of the kingdom.  My family objected publicly.  It didn’t turn out well for us.  I am the only survivor of my house.”

Duke didn’t quite know how to respond but he tried anyway.  “That’s awful.  I’m sorry to hear that about your family.  If it’s any consolation, Chopie’s days as king are numbered.”

She shrugged.  “It’s not like I could take our house and nobility back at this point.  I am an old woman and I’m happy with my villagers here.  I don’t really need much more than this.”

Duke nodded, his other questions forgotten.  “Thank you for sharing that.  If there is something that you, or any of the other villagers need, don’t hesitate to ask.”

“We’re fine.  More than fine, actually. Thank you.”

Duke headed back into the Inn to find Baslin – he really needed to go blow something up right now.
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                Baslin was more than happy to supply Duke with his latest batch of bombs.  “Let me know how these do?  If they work as well, I can make these a whole lot faster than the previous batch.” 

Duke’s grin broadened.  “Oh, I will be sure to give you a full BDA.  I have some more ideas I want to try on the travelling horde since they don’t seem to notice my presence even when I’m bombing them.”

“Be careful that they are not trying to lure you into a trap.”  Baslin cautioned.

“What kind of trap could they possibly make that could hold me?”  Duke scoffed.

“You know, if Elaine were here, she would bust you on making such a foolishly prophetic statement.  So, I guess it’s up to me, Duke.  You are not unstoppable.  Yes, you are tough to put down, but that’s the thing.  If enough is thrown your way, it’s going to take you out of the air and then they can swarm you with numbers.  Be smart, and careful, not so arrogant that you take foolish chances.  There.  How did I do with my mentor lecture?”

Duke nodded, seeing Baslin’s point.  “As mentor lectures go, that was a solid B, so good job but you can do better.”

“Do I really need to?  You get my point, and that’s what matters, right?”

“Indeed it is, Baslin.  Now show me the bombs so I can get to dropping them on the enemy.”

An hour later, Duke was on his way out to scout the enemy but was intercepted by Elaine.  “Duke, I’ve been scouting the area around us with my team and have found the lead refugees are getting close.  They are heading out in all directions but there is a solid group that is headed our way like sheep being herded.  I wonder if that is one of the things the horde is doing.”

“How long before any of them come in range of our defenses?”  Duke asked.

“In range of our defenses?  Do you mean to attack them?”  Concern and confusion weighed heavy in her voice.

“Of course not.  But once they are within our defensive range, we have to do something with them.  Either let them in or direct them elsewhere.  What I am concerned with is spies from the kingdom.  It’s hard to believe that there would be, but as Baslin just pointed out, I need to be smarter about these things and stop just automatically trusting that I…we…can handle anything thrown our way.  Sabotage from inside our walls will hurt us more than a strong enemy outside them.”

Elaine’s face relaxed in relief.  “That is actually smart.  Maybe we let them in but keep them contained in a separate area in the Inn where they can’t leave or otherwise cause trouble until after the horde is destroyed.”

“I like that proposal.  Ask Sam to set it up with a separate entrance to the Inn so we don’t intermingle with them.  And make sure Grat knows as well.  We don’t want to inadvertently start blasting them the moment they arrive.”  Duke paused for a moment in thought.  “That brings up another issue.  We have to make sure there is enough distance between the end of the refugees and the beginning of the horde.  Otherwise, we are going to have to close the entrance before they all get here.  Let’s discuss that with everyone at dinner tonight.  Thanks for the heads-up Elaine.  I’m going out to slow down the horde yet again.”

“Good luck, Duke.”  Elaine responded moments before Duke vanished.

Many kilometers away, Duke flashed into existence.  Again, he was behind where the horde had passed and the devastation was hard to miss.  The very soil looked tainted with the dead and blackened vegetation churned into it.  He growled under his breath, determined to stop this scourge.  With this renewed determination, Duke flew towards the black cloud again.

He took a slightly different approach than he did the last time, spending a full hour flying over the horde hidden in their own obscuring cloud with his DUNGEON SENSE cranked up.  This time, he was able to see where the leadership of the horde was moving along.  They were located near the center of the mass and Duke decided to target them directly.

Duke flew in an inward spiral, dropping his payload the whole way.  The leadership were ringed in by his spiral and the bombs quickly closed in on them.  When he watched the last dozen impact the area the horde’s leadership stood within, he saw a glowing green shield ward off most of the multiple bomb’s effects.  It did, however, collapse as the last bomb struck.  Burning gel spread over them all but was quickly extinguished by some magical means.

Duke cursed and could feel rage boiling just below the surface.  I have killed countless creatures of this horde and it just keep coming.  Even the leaders of this abomination seem to survive everything I throw at them.  Maybe it’s time to throw something more raw and primal at them – my rage!

He moved to vent his frustration on the horde.  He flew about 500 meters off the ground, a full 300 meters above the base of the cloud.  From there, he employed his REMOTE CASTING to launch LIGHTNING strikes charged with 1,000 Mana down at the army from random locations within 100 meters of his location.  This way, if anything targeted the origin of the LIGHTNING strikes, he was at least 100 meters away and likely safe.  With his Mana regen having grown to over 3,000 a second, he was able to maintain his FLIGHT with the offensive spellcasting nearly continuously without really tapping into his Mana pool.  He lost himself in the glory of the destruction.

“You want to travel under a cloud?  Enjoy the fucking thunderstorm, assholes!”  Duke continued to travel throughout the cloud, raining electric destruction down on the horde for as long as his blind fury held.  Eventually, he just needed a break and ceased casting, feeling a headache that he had not realized was blazing begin to abate.  His throat had that strange feeling of being freshly healed but he couldn’t figure out when he had injured it.

He flew above the cloud to rest and was startled by a lone figure standing in the air staring contemplatively at him.  Duke stopped ten meters from the figure.  It was a man, with short, curly blonde hair who was very heavily muscled.  His chest was bare but he wore what appeared to be tight black leather pants and a pair of simple black boots.  This man radiated an aura of power in such a way that Duke immediately became cautious.

“Don’t stop on my account.  I am enjoying the show.”  The figure spoke with a voice weighty with depth and age.

Duke responded.  “I kinda burned out my rage and frustration, so I came up for air.  But I definitely did not expect someone to be calmly waiting for me up here.  I’m Duke.  Who might you be?”

“I know who you are, Duke.”  Duke’s sense of danger flashed as the figure continued to speak.  “You may call me Orgath.  Your power is significant for someone so new to this world so I thought I would come and see what has my brothers and sisters all buzzing.”

“Your brothers and sisters?”  Duke asked, trying to get a handle on the situation and finding himself well out of his depth.

“Oh yes, I don’t know what you did, but Vithshrek really hates you, so I suggest you stay away from anyone swinging a sword.  Gaiathia is rather pleased with you though so that’s something.  But I do not want to delay you any more than is necessary.  The LIGHTNING you are using is too weak to kill the bigger undead below.  Since even Ghastul is angry with the horde below, let’s just amp that up a bit.”

The figure waved and Duke received a ping in his notifications with a golden hue.  He looked back at the figure, but he was gone, disappearing in the momentary distraction of the notification.  Duke decided to read this special notification written in gold.

*** You have received Orgath’s blessing.  Your Ability, LIGHTNING, has been enhanced, raising it a full rank to Practiced 25. ***

The text of the notification changed to normal for the rest of the message.

*** OK, we’ll allow this because it’s cool, but don’t expect us to let you get outside help like this all the time. ***

Duke checked his info and discovered that the jump in rank had increased the damage output of his Ability ten-fold. The cost had gone up, but not by as significant an amount.  He smiled and dove back down into the cloud, his energy renewed, and headache gone.

As he descended back into the cloud, Duke unleashed his newly upgraded LIGHTNING into the horde across a wide swath of the army’s leading front, cutting their numbers and pace back even further.  Skeletons exploded, zombies burned to charred corpses, and other, stronger types of undead fell under the barrage.  The occasional returned spell or Ability was sent back Duke’s way, but none came close to hitting him as he kept himself offset from his LIGHTNING’s origins.  He wasn’t sure if the undead were just incapable of fighting a ranged battle or if something else was going on. It made him extra cautious and concerned which only served to piss him off more.

He was halfway through the dark cloud before he pulled himself up short.  He wanted to go down and destroy the entire horde right now but he also knew that was not the smart move.  Still, he decided to leave a parting shot worth remembering.  He moved down until he could see what he had identified as the leadership group below him with his DUNGEON SENSE.  He prepared himself and dipped below the cloud.

The glowing shield was back in place and Duke decided to amp up a 10,000 Mana blast.  This was ten times what he had been using and would be a good gauge of the difference.  He aimed it straight on towards the shield and let loose.  The blast was as large as his waist and struck the shield, savagely blasting a path right through it and the undead mage generating the shield.  The skeletal mage collapsed, cut into two charred pieces by the blast.  Duke smiled and returned home.

Once there, he saw that his group were waiting for him outside the Inn.  He greeted them.  “Hi everyone.  Did I miss a meeting invite, or are you all just here to yell at me?”

Elaine began to speak but Aurelia beat her to the punch.  “The refugees have started to arrive, Your Grace.  They are being escorted to their rooms in the Inn by my troops on outdoor rotation.”

“That’s good news.  Anything else worth noting before we get into things?”

“We have our first tier two soldiers.”  Aurelia beamed.  “They are part of my command group, but the rest of our soldiers should get there in the next two or three days.”

“More good news.  Anyone else?”  Duke asked.

After receiving shrugs from the others, he asked, “Anyone familiar with Orgath?”

“The God of Storms?”  Baslin replied.

“Is that what he’s called?” Duke asked.

“He is one of the Seven Ancient Gods.”  Aurelia added.

“He is also a really cool guy who gave me a small blessing.” Duke responded, smiling.

“He what?” The group collectively asked him.

“Perhaps you should explain in some more detail, Duke.” Baslin added.

“Sure, sure, sure.  You see, I was flying around and just saturating the horde with LIGHTNING bolts because I was just so tired of this coming fight hanging over our heads.  I was wiping out swaths of the lesser undead that were anywhere near where the LIGHTNING was striking.  I kept this up for a while.  I’m not really sure how long, but probably a few hours.  When I stopped and floated above their artificial cloud, Orgath was waiting for me.  We had a brief, but nice chat and he blessed my LIGHTNING Ability, bumping it up an entire rank.”

“That’s not something that I have ever heard of happening.”  Baslin responded.  “Anyone else?”  He was greeted with headshakes.

“If the gods are taking notice, this is big.  I don’t know how big, but big.”  Elaine added.

Duke nodded in agreement.  ”Let’s all keep this to ourselves, right?”  He received nods.  “We need to get the refugees inside our walls as soon as we can.  I have slowed the horde down, but they are still coming and I really want to engage them heavily before they even get to our walls.  What I have been doing hasn’t really thinned them out all that much so I might have to step things up and really hammer them.”

“What do you have in mind, Duke?”  Baslin asked.

“Well, so far, I haven’t hit them with anything more than a 10,000 Mana blast.  And that was just once.  Most of the blast was absorbed by some sort of shielding around what I think are the leaders but it did penetrate and cut one in half.  I want to see what happens when I really cut loose and hit them with a the majority of my Mana – a 400,000 Mana blast.”

Concerned looks circulated around the group.  Baslin was the first to respond.  “Duke, I wouldn’t do that anywhere within ten kilometers of our walls.  There’s no telling what that blast would be like.  And can your Mana channels even handle that much pouring through at once?  I’m not sure even mine could.”

“Well, there’s one way to find out.”  Duke replied.  “Get all the refugees inside tomorrow if you can.  Send troops out to escort them.  I’ll help with TELEPORTING them in groups.  As Baslin says, we need to clear the field so we can hit them with the heavy artillery.”

Soon after that, the group broke up and called it a night.
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                Duke’s messages when he woke up were unusual for sure.

*** So, you are stepping out on us and dealing with the local gods, huh?  You think they can help you more than we have already helped you?  Or can help you in the future?  Be careful where your loyalties lie, seedling.

Despite that small transgression, you are preparing well for what is coming, at least in the short term.  Even with some interference, you managed to increase a number of Abilities and we’ll get into that shortly but what you have finally done is tap into that experience-farm shuffling your way.  You managed to kill close to 11,000 undead of varying levels and types.  You even managed to kill one champion-tier in the group.  Your net experience gain is 468,592, bringing you up to level 94 and gaining 60 new Characteristic Points to spend.

Your biggest boost in Ability is in LIGHTNING, even if you got some outside help, you managed to push it to Practiced 35.  You had other gains but just dealing with influence who should know their place is too much for me right now.  Ugh.  So annoying.  You want to know what changed?  Look at your own sheet.

***

Duke shook his head and put his points into Psyche, finally pushing his maximum Mana above 500,000.  At least that’s something.  Wonder what the deal is with whoever is behind the messages.  They don’t seem to like the local gods much.  Should I try and keep my distance from them?  Fuck it.  I have more pressing things to worry about.  Let’s get those refugees inside the walls.  With that thought, Duke activated CLEANSE and RESTORE as usual, but pushing 50,000 Mana into each to give Sam an additional boost.

“Sam, how are you coming with the ‘death level’?”

Sam appeared on cue and smiled.  “It will be ready today.  Want to send the new recruits through it?”

“New recruits?  What new…no, I do not want to send the refugees through the fucking death level!  What the fuck, man?”

“Hey, a dungeon’s got to try.  I figured since they weren’t brought here by you, you could spare a few of them for your friend and all.”  Sam put on his best puppy dog face.

“Oh, that is super-creepy dude.  I’m going somewhere else.”  Duke TELEPORTED out of the Inn, deciding to take a tour of the defenses.

As soon as Duke appeared outside the Inn, he noticed that there was a sizable throng of people moving about at various tasks.  He took a moment to take it all in and the realization finally sunk in that he was responsible for all of them.  They had put their trust in him as their leader and ultimately, their protector. The thought rocked him to his core, bringing a wave of nausea to the surface.

He stepped aside and leaned up against the wall of the Inn, waiting for the sensation to pass.  It did not take long, but it was not something he was used to feeling.  It left him unbalanced and off-guard.  So much so, he did not even notice Axis walk right up to him.

“Hello Duke.  Glad I finally caught up to you.  You are a rather hard man to keep track of, you know.”

“I’d say that’s by design to keep our enemies from being able to lock me down, but it’s really just because I’m so busy.  But not too busy for you.  What can I do for you, Axis?”

“Do for me?  You have already done more for me than any mortal man I know.  You freed both me and my family.  I could ask no more of you.”

Duke carefully examined Axis’ body language and began to understand what was really being asked. “But you feel that you cannot sit idly by while a threat looms over this community?”

“Indeed, Duke, I cannot. I am a man who thrives while doing not while waiting. What is it that I can do that would help? I know that killing the enemy when they arrive is the least of it but what can I do now, before that time comes?”

“Your timing is remarkably good. I am about to head out and help the refugees get here faster. I’m going to start with the ones furthest out and work towards our walls. The ones furthest out are in the most danger from the horde and I could use someone to help make sure the horde doesn’t catch up to the likely exhausted refugees lagging at the back of the pack. They have no idea that safety is waiting for them so this will be a delicate operation.”

“Then I am your lycanthrope. When do we leave?” Axis’ entire body perked up with prospect of action.

“Now is good for me. How about you?” Duke smiled.

Axis pulled an oversized axe from his back and grinned. “Now is the best time.”

Duke grinned. ”Then let us be off.  Hang on to me for a bit, we are going to have to fly as I’m not entirely sure where the edge of the horde is now and where the tail of the refugees is either.” He grabbed Axis and activated TELEPORTATION. The pair appeared in the air over where Duke had estimated the edge of the horde to be.

Below the pair, they could see exhausted people stumbling along a muddy, trodden path through the forest, desperately trying to stay ahead of the approaching undead.  There was maybe 100 meters separating the two groups despite all the damage Duke had done to the leading edge of the horde already. 

“I have already blasted the leading edge of the horde a few times, but they just keep coming.  I guess that just really is their thing.  Can you keep them off the people while I try to get the refugees moved to safety. If we work from the back to the front, we’ll save the most lives.”

“Sounds like a plan. Drop me down by the horde and go help the people. Don’t worry about me, I will just tear my way though whatever comes.”  Axis replied.

Duke flew them down, dropping Axis near the horde before flying over to the refugees.  When he landed, the noise startled the ones struggling in the back.  Shrieks of terror greeted him before they saw he wasn’t one of the undead.

“Easy now. I’m here to get you all to safety.  I’ll take you to the Lake Front Inn, where you can rest in safety.  I’m Duke, by the way.”

Fear and exhaustion clearly shown behind their eyes, but Duke’s Psyche pushed soothing energy into his words. They visibly calmed but still looked exhausted. Duke smiled his most reassuring smile.

“Everyone gather around me. I’m going to use some magic to get you to safety.” Duke tried his hardest to not listen to the sounds of Axis tearing through the undead behind him. It was difficult and from the looks that were passing over his shoulder, he could tell that the crowd was becoming disturbed with what they could see.

Duke only waited for the immediate group to gather before TELEPORTING them to the Inn at a pre-designated spot where there would be soldiers there to guide them to the separate entrance. He quickly moved up to the next group of refugees, repeating his speech and then TELEPORTING them to safety. This continued as he moved his way through the refugees.

After the twentieth group he sent over, he had just taken flight and was TELEPORTING groups without warning. He knew it would cause confusion and maybe some panic, but he just didn’t care anymore.  He wanted the field cleared so that they could start really hitting the undead before they reached the walls. He trusted the strength of their defenses, but the undead army was still at least one hundred thousand strong and numbers like those would wash over the walls like an ocean wave hitting the beach.

It took most of the day to move the crowd of refugees, but Duke was glad that he had pushed it.  Even though he sowed panic amongst the crowd as he TELEPORTED them without warning, the result was that the forest was clear for the thirty kilometers or so from the undead to the walls.  By Duke’s estimation, that gave them four or five days before the shambling mass reached them.  He hoped it would be enough.

When Duke arrived to retrieve Axis, he was stunned at what he saw. The man had transformed at some point and was tearing through the undead with his claws, his axe being lost somewhere. The werewolf was virtually buried in the undead as they swarmed over him, yet he continued to fight on.  Duke didn’t hesitate to TELEPORT Axis out of the fray, placing the werewolf a good 50 meters away from himself as he wasn’t sure how Axis would react.

The intense red eyes of the werewolf fixed Duke with a stare. Duke felt his MENTAL FORTITUDE kick in as the glare clawed towards his primal fight or flight instinct with an overwhelming push towards flight. Duke felt himself take a step backwards before his own resolve set in and he held his ground. The gaze held for a few seconds more before it waned, and Axis transformed back to his human self.

Duke jogged over to Axis to make sure the man was alright. “That’s quite the stare you have there. I could see it unnerving most people.”

Axis smiled. “Yes, it’s quite handy when I want to intimidate someone, but it does have a tendency to come out when I get more than a bit agitated. Effective way to get people to back off but I really wish there was some way to control it.  It doesn’t do shit to the mindless undead either.”

“You can’t control it at all? It just links to your emotional state and that’s that?” Duke asked.

“I have control over it but it takes concentration so I tend to keep out of too many social situations where it might be a problem.”  Axis admitted. He gestured towards the approaching horde. “I’m sure I killed hundreds of those things, but it doesn’t seem to have made a difference.  How are we going to stop them all?”

“I’m working on it. I have killed tens of thousands of them, but there seems to be more in that mass than when they started so they are getting new undead somewhere or finding a way to revive the ones we kill. I’m not sure which it is but what I’m going to try next should make any I kill stay dead. At least from this attack.”

Axis raised an eyebrow. “What are you going to do?”

“Blast them with enough power to atomize a good chunk. If that works, I’ll do it again. It’s going to wreak havoc on the countryside, but I figure the horde has already done that. You might want to get back to the Inn as I’m not entirely sure how big a blast radius this is going to have.” Duke warned.

Axis smiled. “Give me a hand getting back there?”

“Yes.  I’m going back myself to check in on things before I give this a try. I don’t want to surprise everyone too much and cause a panic. I am sure there is enough of a panic from all the people I TELEPORTED into the compound without warning. No need to make it worse.”

Duke brought them back to the Inn and was greeted by crowds of people being herded into the Inn’s “Refugee Entrance” by soldiers. There were clearly some that weren’t happy about how they got to the compound, but it didn’t take much more than being asked if they wanted to be sent back to get them to settle down.  Duke decided he needed to do something about it.

He rose into the air over the throng and addressed the crowd. “Hello everyone. I am Duke, and I am the one who brought you all here. Inside the Inn is safety and a warm meal. It is a magical construct so there is room for all inside. I am sure that some of you are wondering how and why I brought you here and that is understandable. The simple reason is that seeing you fall to the undead horde was not something my conscience would allow. If I can prevent loss of life on that scale, I am going to do so. I am not Chopie, the undead king. So, please head inside and enjoy our hospitality. I am off to fight the horde.”

Duke TELEPORTED to the side, near the regular entrance to the Inn where his group had formed up. “Hey everyone. Did you miss me?”

Aurelia smiled warmly but was interrupted by Baslin. “Is that all the refugees?  Is the approach clear of the innocent?”  He was clearly excited about something, but Duke had no idea what it could be.

Duke responded somewhat taken off-balance. “Um, yes. I got all the refugees here.  What are you so excited about?”

In response, Baslin produced a thin stone tablet with interconnected golden runes inscribed all over it. There was a single empty socket in the middle of the tablet. He smiled wildly and excitedly handed Duke a similarly-inscribed gem the size of a walnut. “If you please, do me the honor of activating the magical defenses.”

“Magical defenses? I hadn’t realized they would be this elaborate to turn on. What can we expect when they are activated?” Duke asked, slightly concerned with what Baslin had created.

“Oh, not to worry. As long as no one goes for a stroll out there, everything will be fine.” Baslin reported happily.

“I’m going to need a bit more information than that.” Duke answered, his concern rising.

“Well, I have built a series of magical devices implanted in the ground in expanding rings that will trigger when something puts weight on them. They have various effects, but it will be spectacular when they go off.”  Baslin clasped his hands and did a small hop of joy.

“You built a fucking minefield!”  Duke exclaimed, exasperated.

“I don’t know what a minefield is, but from context, I am going to say yes.  Isn’t it great?”  Baslin beamed.

After a momentarily monumental struggle, Duke got his emotions in check, deciding to get facts before leaping to further conclusions.  “Can you turn them off?”

“Of course, I can turn them off.  What else do you think the tablet is for?”  Baslin paused momentarily.  “You really thought I had thousands of magical traps placed around our home and I couldn’t control them?”

Duke answered, a bit chagrined.  “Yes, that’s exactly what I was afraid of.  It basically happened in my world.  They were placed and turned on and then those who did so forgot exactly where they were or didn’t care.  You know who wound up finding most of them before concerted efforts to remove them took place?”  Duke didn’t wait for a response.  “Children.  Children found them, leaving them maimed or dead.  It was horrible.”

Everyone looked shaken at what Duke had shared.  Aurelia was the first to speak.  “Please don’t take this the wrong way, but your world sounds terrible.”

Duke nodded.  “In some places and at some times, it was.  There were some horrific things done when the wrong people got into power in certain places, but do you have any idea how many former citizens of the kingdom are part of the approaching undead army?  That’s just the first evil leader I have run into in this world that made that happen. This world has more than its share of terror.”

Duke continued.  “Speaking of which, hold off on activating the magical traps until the horde is much closer.  I am heading out to see if I can erase a good chunk of the army.  Do you have any way to get a message to everyone out here at once?”

Baslin smiled.  “I do have a mass message spell that would work for that.  It’s one of the spells that I converted into the base enchantment on the Headbands of Communication that you love destroying so much.”

Duke winced and then smiled.  “Yes, I am hard on magical equipment.  I’m really surprised that I actually have any left at this point.  But that is beside the point.  When I send you the whisper, Baslin, I need you to tell everyone to face the Inn.  Anyone facing towards the horde is likely to be blinded when this goes off.  Everybody should also be braced for a shockwave.  In fact, Grat, get everyone out of the towers for this.  You may need to rebuild them.  On second thought, get everyone inside the Inn.  It’s the safest place.  I’m going to be kilometers away, but I really don’t know for sure how big a blast this is going to be, so make sure everyone is safe in the Inn, OK?”

“I’m bringing my scouts in and then I’m going into the Inn.”  Elaine responded.

“I’ll give everyone a half hour to get prepared but then I’m headed out to obliterate the undead.  Make sure you are all safe.”  Duke smiled at the group, showing more confidence than he really felt as he lifted off into the air.

As he rose above the Inn’s area, he saw his friends scrambling to get everyone to safety, the vast majority were headed into the Inn.  He saw a lone figure standing on top of the Inn, waving at him to try and get his attention. That’s Sam.  What’s going on.  Duke TELEPORTED to Sam’s side.

“What’s up, Sam?”

“There are enemies among the new arrivals.”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake.  How many, and what are they?”  Duke threw his hands up in frustration.

“I have counted sixty-seven that I can detect.  There may be more.  They are all undead of some form or another.”

“OK, kick them out and I’ll have them taken care of.”  Duke sighed.

“I can’t do that, Duke.  They are intermingled with the regular people.  I would have to turn the area hostile to kick them out and I don’t think you want the rest of the people to die.  Or, if you do, that would be easy.  I could use them all as a test run of the killer level.  Yeah.  Let’s do that!”

“Dammit, Sam, no.  Do not.  I repeat do not do that.  We will take care of them.”

“Fine.”  Sam’s disappointment was wildly evident.  “You are going to have to let me kill someone soon.  And I’m not joking about that.  If I don’t kill someone soon, I will get hungry, and you don’t want that.”

“I have no idea what you mean by that, but you’ll get a meal soon.  I’m sure of it.  Now, excuse me.  I have some shit to take care of.”  Duke TELEPORTED down to Baslin.

“Baslin, there are undead hiding amongst the newcomers.  Would you mind stepping in there and doing the whole ‘freeze undead’ thing?”  He didn’t wait for an answer before TELEPORTING to Aurelia.

Aurelia was standing alone, reading a notification by Duke’s guess.  He appeared without warning and began to speak.  “Hey, gorgeous. There are undead hiding among the newcomers.  Baslin is going to go freeze them up.  You mind having a bunch of your troops jump in there and wipe the fuckers out?”  He didn’t give her a chance to answer before giving her a hot kiss and TELEPORTING back into the air to prepare for his next event.  She stared into the sky with a smile on her face for a long moment before rounding up three full companies of nearby soldiers to take care of the infiltrators.

            

    
        Chapter 76

    
    
    
    
                Duke gave everyone a bit of extra time to get the infiltrators handled before moving into position high above the approaching horde. If not for Sam, this would be an entirely different fight and a different problem.  I would not have even thought that undead would or even could infiltrate the refugees.  I need to do better.  Duke paused in his self-recriminations.  Wait, I’m not alone.  I shouldn’t need to do everything myself, be responsible for everything to get done and done right.  I have friends and teams of people.  We all need to do better.

While he waited for enough time to go by for people to get in place, he watched the horde moving below him.  He was concealed within their own black cloud and was using his DUNGEON SENSE to see what was happening below.  He couldn’t be sure, but it seemed like the horde was moving slower than previously. Could it be the lack of the refugees to reach for that is slowing them down?  No matter.  It’s just about time for me to get in position.

He was able to see that the leadership of the horde had concentrated itself in the center again, behind a grey glowing shield of some sort.  He IDENTIFIED all the leaders and was surprised to see that there were none of the three undead generals he was expecting among them.  They were all powerful versions of their types but none of the generals were present.  Is this horde a distraction of some sort?  Are they somewhere else waiting to swoop in after the horde does as much damage as possible?  The questions burned in Duke’s mind until he determined it was time to begin.  He was adamant about this course of action.

Duke moved above the cloud of darkness masking the horde, nearly a kilometer in the air.  Using his Jewel of Whispers, he let Baslin know that it was time to get everyone into the Inn.  Once he was certain the message had been delivered, he took another full minute to prepare himself.  He gathered LIGHTNING around himself, charging the very air around him. Sparks of electricity danced along his arms, forming Jacobs’ ladders arcing up his overgrown hair.  The LIGHTNING danced around him, and he could almost feel it alive like it had a presence all its own.

The energy of his LIGHTNING coalesced around him, pulling every bit of energy from the world around him as possible as well as nearly his own entire Mana Pool.  He could feel his Mana Channels straining as he poured more and more of his Mana into them, preparing to unleash the largest bolt of LIGHTNING he had ever conceived.

As Duke focused his will and power to unleash a into a single, tremendous blast, a bolt of energy lanced down from the heavens adding more power to his LIGHTNING.  The pain of his strained Mana Channels heightened, and Duke screamed in the ecstasy of pain as the expanding cloud of energy vaporized the roiling black cloud beneath him.

The intelligent undead leading the horde, looked upwards to see a single man crucified in the sky, arms outstretched, back arched and head thrown back to scream at the heavens.  They immediately stopped moving to reinforce their protective barriers, pouring all their Mana into the barrier charms they had been given.  A few launched attacks at the figure above but none penetrated the sparking LIGHTNING field around Duke.

Duke took all the energy from the heavens into himself and combined it with his own.  The pressure mounted until he could take no more.  His eyes bleeding, he threw his entire body downwards, unleashing everything at once in a single terrible blast.  Fully 500,000 of his Mana was OVERCHANNELED through his LIGHTNING Ability and an unknowable amount of additional divine infusion exploded from his entire body, connecting with the ground in a bolt as wide as a city bus.  The bolt struck the undead leaders’ shield with the force of a comet striking the planet.  The shield, the charms that created it, and the undead cowering behind it were all instantly vaporized.

The world turned stark white, burning out Duke’s eyes even through his closed lids, leaving only an afterimage burned into his optic nerves.  Strangely, his DUNGEON SENSE remained intact, allowing him to see the shockwave from below an instant before it hit him.

Duke TELEPORTED away as fast as his enhanced reflexes could manage but was still slammed upwards before the Ability could kick in.  He appeared back in the area of the Inn, struggling to stabilize himself in the air with his FLIGHT Ability.  Pain washed over his heavily burnt body as he became aware of the heat of the shockwave that had hit him and how it had scorched every nerve across his skin.  He focused on stabilizing himself, hoping for healing. He managed to get his tumbling under control and his REGENERATION finished repairing his eyes.  When he opened them, he was greeted by the sight of a massive fireball rising in the sky kilometers away.  As he watched, the fireball continued to rise, forming a mushroom cloud.  Duke gaped; his mind frozen in terror of what he had wrought.  He gazed down to make sure everyone was in the Inn and could see a lone figure standing in the middle of the clearing.  It was Baslin, encased in some sort of glowing energy field.  He changed his direction to intercept the Archmage, flying towards the ground.  He did not get far.

The shockwave caught up with them all.  Duke was slammed into the unyielding roof of the Inn. He felt bones break, skin that had only just begun to REGENERATE shred, and tendons tear as he deflected, tumbling uncontrollably up the pitch of the roof and over it, finally landing some distance into the forest amongst shattered trees.  Tree limbs, branches, leaves, and even some sections of tree trunks rained down all around him.  A quick check showed Duke that he was down to 25% of his Health total.  His REGENERATION was working, but everything hurt, and the skin that hadn’t been torn off by the Inn’s roof still felt burnt.  Worst of all, his Mana Channels felt strained beyond their limits, making even the thought of using magic painful.

Duke lay there seeing debris falling from the sky, some still burning, other pieces heavily charred.  “Oh fuck.  This is going to me bad.”

“No, it was great!  It was the single greatest bolt of lightning I have ever witnessed from a mortal.  I loved it.  Let’s do it again!”  Duke rolled over to see Orgath standing on the remains of a tree trunk beaming down at him.

“Let’s?” Duke asked, beginning to get his bearings.

“Did you think that was all your doing?”  Orgath responded, glowing with elation.

“So, you admit to it.  You admit to interfering?”  Another voice joined the conversation.  This one belonged to a figure cloaked in a death shroud.

“Oh, calm yourself, Ghastul.  All I did was allow the mortal to channel a small boon.  It was mostly him.  And really, you are one to talk.  All those undead spontaneously reforming wasn’t your doing?  Don’t act all offended and blameless.”

Ghastul speared Orgath with an angry glare.  “I used my agents for this!  They are sworn to me.  It is my Divine Right!”

“Well, Duke here is one of my Favored.  I was well within my Divine Rights to grant him a boon.  And if it just happened to help destroy your toys, such is the nature of the Storm.  The Storm crashes down upon all.”

Duke could not see Ghastul’s face but could easily read the quivering rage in his body language as he continued to speak.  Duke, for his part, stayed still and quiet.  “It took me over a century to set this plan in motion and you shattered it just like that.  I will not forget this.  I will not forget your interference…and I will not forget your agent’s role in this!”  Ghastul faded into the shadows as an icy chill suffused the area, slowly fading away.

“Well, Duke.  That was fun.  Sorry about putting a target on your back like that but you have to admit that was spectacular.”  Orgath smiled and waved.  “Time to go.  Good luck, Duke. Know that the Storm favors you.”

Duke stared at the spot, stunned.  Was that the god of undeath or death or whatever it is called in this word and am I now on his shit-list?  Fuck!

“Duke, you and I have a problem.”  Yet another being appeared.  It was a very motherly-looking, plump woman with a hint of green in otherwise blonde hair framing her brown face.  She stood nearly four meters tall.  “I am Gaiatia.  And I’m sure you can make the leap as to where my domain lies.”

Duke found his voice.  “Nature would be my first guess.”

“Very good.  Now I had been looking favorably on you as you are working with two of my favorite druids and even restored them at great personal expense.  But now, you have left this beautiful forest with a massive crater in it and much of it is burning.  That displeases me.  Greatly.”  Her demeanor shifted to that of a mother scolding an unruly child.

“I really am sorry about that.  I had no intention of destroying the forest, just the undead that were destroying everything in their path.”

“I do believe you and the undead were most certainly causing problems.  So, here is what I offer you.  Restore my forest to health and I will set aside this transgression.  Leave it to burn, and you shall face my wrath.”  She reached over and tilted his head up by lifting his chin.  “You do not want my wrath, do you Duke?”

“No.  I’d rather not face your wrath.”  Duke replied, transfixed by her eyes as they shifted color from blue to green and back.  Her touch felt like the bark of a tree.

“Good answer.  Now get to work.”  She stepped into the largest tree still standing in the area and was gone.

Duke waited a few seconds for another god to pop out of the woodwork.  When nothing happened, he crossed his fingers and quietly said.  “I hope this works.”  Duke activated RESTORE with 100,000 Mana.  The pain from his Mana Channels was excruciating but he knew he would just have to fight through it.  He had not done anything on this scale with this particular Ability outside of the Inn and was not sure how effective it would be.  The Master-ranked Ability activated and the area around him rapidly reformed.  Trees reformed where only shattered and twisted stumps had stood moments before.  It took a full five minutes for the Ability to finish its work but the entire area around Duke had been RESTORED.

He took to the air, shakily rising kilometers up to survey the situation and was shocked by what he saw.  Using his FLIGHT Ability only hurt his Mana Channels a little, more like a discomforting itch than any real pain.  The area around the Inn was fully restored in a circle several kilometers wide.  That was remarkable, but the destruction he saw beyond was truly something to behold.  It was a burning wasteland of shattered forest and torn ground.  A deep crater showed where the blast had impacted the forest floor and everything there was just gone, still raining down as ash.

“It looks like a fucking nuke went off here.”  Duke marveled at the sheer destructive might he had unleashed, apparently with the aid of a local god.  I know I said I was going to wipe out the undead army, but this is absolutely nothing like I had expected.  This is…this is frightening.  If I didn’t TELEPORT away in time, I doubt even I could have survived the blast.  Anyone who was outside the Inn would have been killed for sure.  Outside the Inn – Baslin!  An overwhelming flash of panic engulfed Duke’s mind and he immediately TELEPORTED to where the Archmage had been standing outside the Inn when the blast went off.  Again, there was pain, but it was manageable.

Duke arrived in front of the Inn to see Baslin looking at him seriously.  “Duke, that was a magical blast the likes of which even I have never seen before and you look like shit.  Except your clothes – those look like new.”

“Thank God you’re OK.  How did you tank that blast?”  Duke asked relieved and incredulous.

“Tank?  Another idiom, I suppose.  How did I survive?  Quite simply, I used my Archmage’s Shield of Absolution.  It is a rather short-lived spell, but nothing short of the direct, unrestrained attack of a god is going to get through that shield.  That said, my shield nearly collapsed.  What was that Ability?”

Duke allowed his relief to push him to a more casual manner.  “Oh that?  That was just a bit of LIGHTNING.  Nothing much.”

Baslin fixed him with a disapproving glare.  “Duke…”

“OK, so it was half a million Mana channeled through my LIGHTNING Ability with an additional divine boost by Orgath.”

“Divine boost?  You mean to tell me that Orgath, the God of Storms himself aided you directly?”

“Yes.”  Duke responded simply.

Baslin shook his head.  “When the gods involve themselves in the affairs of men, all suffer.”

“So, if three gods are involved, that would be worse then, right?”  Duke offered up with a sheepish grin.

“Three!  Who are the other two?”  Baslin asked, his voice heavy with dread.

“Well, it may be four in total now that I think of it.  Vithshrek already hates me for some reason, but Ghastul was behind the undead army and Gaiathia is a bit pissed about the state of her forest here.”  Duke stopped himself.  “Oh, shit, right.  I have to get going.  I have to set the forest to rights.”

Baslin pointedly looked around himself at the pristine forest around them.  “Looks good to me.  What is the issue?”

Duke grabbed Baslin and launched the pair of them up into the air to give the Archmage a better look at the situation.  He only winced slightly as he showed the Archmage the burning forest.  The crisp demarcation between the perfect circle of restored forest and the utter destruction surrounding it was jarring.

Baslin gasped at the sudden action but stopped when he saw the destruction surrounding the area.  “By the Seven.  That is destruction beyond the mind’s conception.  Put me back down.  I must speak with the others.”

Duke dropped Baslin in front of the remarkably untouched Inn.  “How did the Inn remain unscathed when everything else was blasted to splinters in the area?”

“I am not entirely certain, Duke, but I expect it has something to do with the Inn’s extra-dimensional properties.  I’m not sure anything can affect its physical properties externally.  That’s why no matter how much you blasted away, you never damaged the dungeon’s walls while we were inside.”

Duke shrugged.  “Makes as much sense as everything else.  I’ve got a job to do, so bring everyone else up to speed while I get to this.”  He did not wait for a response, putting his all into RESTORING the surrounding forest as best he was able.  It took him the entire rest of the day, but he completed the task, even RESTORING the trampled forest all the way back towards where the undead army had entered it.  When he finished, he could feel the searing pain of his Mana Channels being overtaxed in every motion, even every breath hurt.  Still, he had fought on to finish the task.

Finally, Duke returned to the Inn, firing off a CLEANSE to remove all the dust, ash, and grime he had accumulated.  He was thoroughly exhausted, having run through his entire Mana pool over and over, fighting the pain as his Mana Channels threatened to shatter.  He slumped to the ground against the wall of the Inn, too exhausted to continue, not even realizing that his eyes were closing.

A rush of soothing coolness flowed throughout his body as a hand rested on his forehead.  He barely heard the voice that came with the sensation.  “Easy, child.  You have done as I asked and more.  I am well pleased.  Sleep and be renewed like the Spring.”  Duke fully faded from consciousness.
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                Duke awoke in his own bed with Aurelia cuddled up to him.  Before he could even consider what that meant, he was assaulted by notifications.

*** Ungrateful human!  I told you to steer clear of this world’s gods and yet you traffic with them directly!  There shall be a penalty for this!  Oh yes, a grand penalty.  You will receive no experience for killing the entire undead army.  None.  Not one single point.  I take it all for myself and give you this final warning.  Do not ever put me in this situation again or I will not just withhold something from you, I will take something away! Something dear and precious to you!

I still have need of you so I will permit your Abilities to increase but know that you have tested my favor, and I will not permit it to continue.  I can make another Contestant just as I made you.

Your TELEPORTATION has increased to Adept 65

Your REGENERATION has increased to Adept 42

Your LIGHTNING has increased to Practiced 54

Your MENTAL FORTITUDE has ranked up to Practiced 4

Your OVERCHANNEL has increased to Practiced 79

Your CLEANSE has increased to Initiate 25

Your RESTORE has increased to Master 35

Your INVENTORY has increased to Initiate 38

Your ARMOR SKIN has increased to Practiced 66

Your FLIGHT has increased to Initiate 38

Your DUNGEON SENSE has increased to Adept 37

***

Again, the tone of the messages changed.

***

So, you have angered my compatriot.  I would normally tell you to not concern yourself, but I cannot.  Your interactions with the local deities are very dangerous for you and for our relationship.  I cannot say more at this time but do not attract any further attention from them.  As it is, the timeline has moved up far too quickly and you are at great risk of not being prepared for what is coming.  My partner’s tantrum has deprived you of a significant boost to your power.  You must find a way to get that boost elsewhere.  And soon.

***

Duke’s eyes snapped into focus after reading that.  He had received so many conflicting messages in his notifications over his time in this world that they were starting to blend into the background.  This one was different.  It seemed quite personal and very directed.  The fearful hatred of this world’s gods was very specific and disturbing but what truly struck Duke was the part that called him a Contestant.  He did not miss that it was a proper noun.  What is going on here?  What the hell am I supposed to be preparing for?

At his stirring, Aurelia cuddled in tighter around him, not willing to let him go.  The feeling was warm and near perfect.  He settled into the warmth of her body and did not get out of bed for some time, enjoying the long moments of comfort.  Eventually, though, the moment came to an end and they both got up to get the day started.  Neither knew what was in store for them that day, but with the threat of the impending assault by the undead horde ended, they were at least hopeful.

After a CLEANSE and RESTORE to get everything in order, they headed down to join everyone at the breakfast table.  Seeing the pair together had become so common now that nobody said anything about it.  The events of the previous day, however, were a different topic.

“Good morning, Duke.  Good morning, Aurelia.”  Baslin started.

“Good morning, everyone.” Duke responded.  Aurelia gave smiles to the group as they sat down at the table.

“So, let me get this straight.”  Grat started.  “You single-handedly destroyed the entire undead army, devastating the area in the process and then completely restored the forest to pristine condition.  Did I miss anything?”

“Well, technically, it wasn’t single-handed.”  Duke replied.

“You had help?”  Elaine jumped in.  “Who helped you, Baslin?”

“Orgath.”  Duke replied.

“As in the God of Storms, Orgath?”  Elaine asked incredulously.

“The same.  And it was Gaiathia that made me restore the forest.  She really seems to like you two by the way.”  Duke delivered the line deadpan.

“The Goddess what?”  She spluttered.

Duke continued.  “Multiple gods were involved in this conflict.  And it needs to end there.  I cannot be involved in the affairs of gods.”  Duke shuddered at the level of threat looming over him regarding the gods’ involvement in his life.

“I don’t mean to interrupt this delightful conversation, but how exactly are you going to exclude the gods from your activities if they wish to be involved?”  Baslin asked, intrigued to hear Duke’s plan on this note.

“I haven’t worked that out just yet, but for now, I’m going to go outside and shout it to the heavens that they need to stay out of my affairs.”  Duke answered.

“And you expect that to work?  Grat asked.

“Not remotely.  But I really am hoping that you four have a better idea for me because that’s the only thing I have come up with so far and I know it’s as likely to fly as a lead balloon.”

“Lead Balloon?  Another idiom, yes?  You could lay low for a while since the major, immediate threat has passed.”  Baslin suggested.

“The approaching undead horde has been destroyed, but the threat that they represented has not lessened.  Negron, Chopie, and even Pahst are still out there and no less aggressive.  Either I…we…go deal with them directly or they will just rebuild their army of undead and come at us again.  Or they will send their regular army, or something else to take us out.  I don’t know, maybe they can bribe an ancient dragon to blast us to ash.”  Duke responded, exasperation growing in his voice.

“My love, no one bribes an ancient dragon to do anything but not kill them.”  Aurelia smiled as she placed her hand on Duke’s arm in reassurance.

“OK, so no dragon, unless we somehow manage to piss one off in some way.  At least that’s something.” Duke groused.

“Why are you so afraid of the gods’ involvement anyway?  Most would be overjoyed to have one of the Seven act on their behalf.”  Elaine asked.

“It has to do with how I came to this world and how I gather my strength here.  Their interference could jeopardize my future growth or even more.  It’s hard to explain.”  Duke responded.

“Are you stealing the power of the gods?”  Baslin asked in wonder.

“No, I don’t think so, but I do think my growth is coming from both this world and from the cosmos beyond.  My best guess is that their involvement is interfering with the growth from the cosmos beyond.”  Duke did not enjoy giving these half-truths but he was nowhere ready to explain something that he, himself, didn’t have more than a tenuous understanding of especially considering how much of a hold it had over him.

“That would explain your phenomenal growth.  I would love to study this phenomenon in more depth.  Can you tell me how this works.”  Baslin asked, excitement rising in his voice.

Duke mentally scrambled, trying to come up with what to say before he finally decided to just explain it all and see what happened.  “Let’s go somewhere a bit more private than here to discuss this.  I trust our troops, but even having this knowledge could be dangerous for anyone.”

Confused and concerned looks filled those at the table as Duke stood up and led them to one of the private alcoves.  Sam greeted them there, closing the heavy curtain behind them.  “I have sealed this room off from the rest of the dungeon.  Anything you say here will only be heard by yourselves.  Well, and me and the Overmind, but there is no avoiding that part unless you want to talk outside where the planetary gods will hear you.”

Duke winced inwardly, having forgotten that the Overmind could listen in.  Still, it was better than the gods of this world listening in as the Overmind seemed to be a being of the Cosmos and not something local.  He continued.

“I was brought to this world by entities that have not identified themselves.  I know there are at least two of them involved but I don’t really know much about them.  They are continually watching me and everything I do like I’m a contestant on some sort of reality tv show.  I know that doesn’t mean anything to you but just go with it.  They are always watching.  Every time I go to sleep, they send me messages that I see when I wake up.  The messages are system messages that tell me about the experience I’ve earned, how my Skills and Abilities have increased and anything along those lines.  At first, the messages also encouraged me to be ‘entertaining’.  Now the tone and nature of the messages has changed.  They made it clear that working with the gods here was very much against the rules.  All the undead I just blasted to atoms?  They held onto all the experience from that.  I got nothing.  That is the power they have over me.  Now they are calling me a Contestant.  Capital C.  It’s a proper noun and it seems they are preparing me for some sort of competition.  Pretty fucked up, right?”

“That’s…that’s a lot to digest.”  Baslin was the first to speak.  “I knew parts of this, but certainly not the whole.  I assume you have no idea what this competition will be?”

“No idea but logic would say that there may be others like me that I will have to compete against, right?”  Duke responded.

“That does make sense, yes.  Do you have any idea of where you might rank against your competition?”  Aurelia jumped in.

“No real sense, but if I had to guess, I’m late to the game and behind the curve.”  Duke surmised.

“Then you need to get even stronger.”  Elaine spoke up.  “I know you want to take the fight to Chopie.  Maybe now really is the time for that.”

“I can mobilize the Legion in 48 hours.  Less if that is what is needed.” Aurelia volunteered.

“The mage corps stands ready.”  Baslin added.

“My scouts are already out.”  Elaine beamed.

“The, um, walls are staying here.” Grat shrugged.  “But I am coming with you.”

Duke looked around the table, seeing his friends all getting ready to join him in his fight yet again.  He smiled at the fierceness in their eyes, their willingness to take the war to its source.  It warmed his heart and ignited the fire in his soul.

“Then prepare yourselves.  In five days, we take the fight to them!”

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 1 Taking the Fight to the Enemy

    
    
    
    
                Duke stood in the fields outside the Inn. He stared out into the trees at the path through the extremely dense forest surrounding the structure while the wind gently tugged at his now much longer-than-regulation hair. He smiled at what they had accomplished in such a small time. The vast majority of which was due to the very Inn he stood in front of. The last remining dungeon core on Teldin had proved an invaluable resource for housing and training. He was sure that was not what the dungeon was originally intended to be but that was what he was using it for. Someday, he was hopeful that he could feel safe enough to open it up as a training area for others to run. That, he expected, was where the true revenue of the Inn could lie – in allowing groups to run through levels of the dungeon itself.

Sam appeared next to Duke and smiled. “You still think this is the right approach?”

Duke smiled as well. “I have no idea, but I’m not going to sit here and wait for them to come at me any longer.” He turned back towards the Inn and the more than thirty thousand soldiers, scouts, mages, and support that comprised his Legion that stood awaiting his command to march. “You have the Jewel of Whispers?”

“Yes, I have the jewel. If anything crazy happens, I’ll contact you but I doubt there will be any problems. Everyone seems quite happy with the status quo. Adding the workshops and stores to the, what did you call it? Oh, yes, Civilian Floor. Adding all that to the Civilian Floor has made them not really want to leave. Even the farmers seem to be happy to tend to the farm fields there. When you brought the nearly fifty thousand more people into the Inn, I was worried that you might wind up pushing my capacity but is seems to be stable for now.”

“For now?” Duke asked.

“Yes, with the departure of so many of your mana generators, er, troops, I am going to be running a slight deficit with the population as it is. Once they start producing their own food and such, it should balance back out again. I suppose if it gets too bad, I can have a few monsters run through the area and thin the herd.”

Duke turned, an angry retort on the tip of his tongue that froze when he saw the mirth in Sam’s face. Sam laughed warmly. “Oh, you are still so easy to get like that. No, I’m not going to indiscriminately start killing your people off. But I will tell you this, and I am not backing down from it. I will be opening a real dungeon entrance on the Civilian Level. If anyone wants to run through it, they are welcome to try.”

Duke started to argue but stopped himself. “As long as they freely choose to take the risk and that the level-“

Sam interrupted. “Levels.”

“OK, levels. As long as the levels don’t ramp up in difficulty and danger quickly, I am good with it.”

“I knew you would be, that’s why I set it up that way. There’s even a guard to make sure nobody just wanders in without knowing what they are getting into. But I really need to have some normal dungeon activity. And no more undead. I have lost my taste for them.”

“Oh, I’m not a fan either. What are you using instead?” Duke inquired.

“Dragons.” Sam replied.

Duke’s head snapped to glare at Sam. Sam held up his hands. “Not on the first level, but in the end, yes, the final boss will be a full-blown dragon. The starting level will have small to medium lizards, and they will grow in size and intelligence as the levels progress. I even have a race of draconic humanoids I am going to throw in there. It’s going to be awesome! There’s a whole draconic ecosystem built in there with lore and loot.”

“Sam, you do realize that there’s not even a handful of people on that floor that could get past the first level of such a dungeon.” Duke pointed out.

“Yes, but eventually there will be. The first level is really just dungeon delving training. It’s not really lethal. Broken bones are the likeliest worst of it if they screw up really badly. But, even with that, they will gain experience and get stronger.”

“And produce more Mana.” Duke added.

“Precisely.” Sam agreed. “So, are you going to get this army moving, or let them stand there all day?”

Duke smirked. “I was in the process of doing that before someone interrupted me.” He gave Sam a pointed look to which Sam just shrugged.

“Don’t mind me. I’m just here to send you off and wish you luck. Oh, and I have a message for you from the Overmind.” Sam’s posture changed, becoming stiff and puppet-like. His voice changed pitch, timbre, and pacing completely. “Duke, you have protected my last child on Teldin well. Do not be concerned about your masters’ reaction to our interaction. I am not some small, petty, planet-bound godling. You already carry my blessing and my boon. They will not interfere with me or our conversation. Thankfully, what I have to say is short. Continue to nurture the dungeon at this rate and it will be ready to bud within a month. When it buds, the new core must be planted within ten days, or it will wither and die. The new core will be weak and feral. Plant it somewhere it will not attract too much attention and it will grow and flourish, even if it is just animals entering its chambers. I will speak with you again when it is close to the time of its budding. Goodbye Duke.”

Sam returned to his original mannerisms and Duke was sure that the Overmind had departed. The pair exchanged a look and Sam departed with a wave. Duke shook his head to clear it. Too many other things to worry about, and now a baby dungeon? At least I have a month to get ready for it. Duke focused back on the troops arrayed before him, all standing stock-still at attention, displaying their discipline. He marched up to the general of his army, Aurelia.

“General, report.” Duke instructed with an uncharacteristically formal manner.

“Your Grace, the Twice Blessed Legion stands ready to march on your enemies. At your word, we will begin.” She completed her statement with a crisp salute consisting of arms crossed on her chest, fists held tightly.

Duke returned the salute, feeling like an idiot for not changing it before it became ingrained. Who the fuck came up with this dumbass thing anyway? “General, the word is given. Today we march on our enemies!”

Aurelia, crisply spun around on her heel and shouted in her clear contralto COMMAND VOICE, “The Twice Blessed Legion has been called to march! How do we respond?”

The area resounded with a tremendous “Ha!” from each and every soldier. In synch, they began to march for the exit path, perfectly blending the wide ranks into a four-man wide rank that easily fit down the path. Duke watched for a while but after ten minutes, he realized that it was going to take hours to move the troops out this way. He decided to grab Aurelia and get a drink. She didn’t even have time to realize she was being TELEPORTED before Duke was guiding her into the Inn.

“The general should march with her troops.” She informed him.

“The Duke can tell the general to have a drink with him before joining her troops with him outside the walls.” He couldn’t believe that he was starting to become comfortable with calling himself a Duke but his friends had made a great argument based around “subjects and land ownership” and he was tired of arguing no matter how much it pained him to use the title. At least the system doesn’t recognize and enforce the title. Small mercies.

The pair went into the nearly empty Inn and settled at the bar. “What will it be?” The minotaur bartender smiled at the pair as he waited for their order.

“It’s a scotch day for me.” Duke smiled back at Calen. “What about you, Aurelia?”

“I am in the mood for some mead today. Thank you.” She responded.

In moments, both drinks had been poured and served. “Quite the auspicious day, wouldn’t you say? The Legion is marching on your enemies, ready to take the fight to them.”

“It is something for sure. They are eager for true combat.” Aurelia offered.

Duke sighed. “It is not all glory in warfare. I don’t know how many of the Legion will actually make it back. We have to be prepared for losses.”

Aurelia responded. “I am well aware that we will lose troops despite the healers, there are always injuries that are just too bad to be healed. And the truth is that we do not know what we will be marching into yet.”

“Unfortunately we don’t know just yet. We will get reports from the scouts sent ahead before too long.” Duke replied.

“Do you really think that’s what is going to happen? We all know that you will grow impatient and decide to scout it out for yourself.” She gave him a knowing look as she spoke.

“You’re probably right. I am what I am, I guess.” Duke replied.

“Mine. That’s what you are, and don’t you go screwing it all up before we get some real time together.” She admonished.

“Not my fault. Shit keeps happening and we have to respond. That’s why I’m being proactive and taking the fight to them now.” Duke said.

“Because they attacked us first.” She countered.

“Because I killed all those vampires.” He answered.

“Because they ambushed you in the city.” She replied.

“Because I killed their vampire guards.” He responded.

“Because they were harming innocents.” She replied.

“Well, there is that. But the only reason I was back in the city investigating was because they attacked Baslin’s tower.” He countered again.

“Didn’t they attack because Baslin declared that you graduated as his apprentice, fulfilling his Vow and releasing him?” She asked.

“Well, yes, they did. But they probably wouldn’t even have been there if I hadn’t flipped off the king in the arena.” He explained.

“And why were you in the arena?” She asked, leading him.

“I was in there because I was mugged and falsely accused of vagrancy.” He added.

“And how did that happen?” She continued.

“Baslin convinced me to check out the city and see how bad things were there for myself.” He confessed.

“So, this all comes down to you arriving in the city to see what it was like?” She asked.

“Well, there were a few other things in there too like killing the gladiator that was supposed to kill me. That seemed to piss them off. And then there is the whole stealing everything in the king’s vault.” Duke laughed. “Including his soul.”

“Do they even know about that? From what you said that vault was well-guarded, and no one went in there.” She asked.

“Maybe. Maybe not. But I bet the king probably knows that his phylactery has been stolen. He may not be able to detect it while it is in my INVENTORY but that is another matter entirely.” Duke smiled.

“Oh, and don’t forget freeing me and an entire legion from the dungeon. That’s pretty important to me.” Aurelia added.

“Pretty important to me as well.” Duke leaned over and gave her a kiss which she returned hungrily.

“So, did we ultimately establish whether this is a proactive or reactive decision?” She asked when they finally separated.

“No idea. I just know that Chopie’s days are numbered. And I’m pretty sure Baslin has been waiting to avenge the death of his friend, Dothalon’s, for an awful long time. All that adds up to us having a kingdom to conquer, perform a little regicide, and, if Pahst gets in the way, maybe even a bit more regicide.”

“Sounds like a grand old time!” She replied, raising her glass for a toast. He clinked his against hers and they both downed their drinks.

“Time to lead?” She asked.

“Time to lead.” He confirmed. They both stood up, composed themselves and Duke TELEPORTED them to the front of the army as the ranks were reforming outside the wall. It would still take an hour for the rest of the Legion to join them, but they would be ready to march soon.

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 2 Setting the Pace

    
    
    
    
                Baslin stood resting against a tree outside the gates. He admired the wonder of the living gates that Grat had crafted. The entire defensive structure of walls and towers had been grown out of the forest. Baslin corrected himself. Grown from the forest. The tree he leaned against was a prime example – it was a hearty and healthy oak tree that was more than two meters thick and integrated nearly seamlessly with the trees to each side of it. Baslin wondered if the trees shared the same root system and if that was a vulnerability of which they needed to be mindful. He resolved to discuss it with Grat when he got back for he was going with the Legion.

Duke and Aurelia appeared near his resting place, and he marveled at the man who had been his apprentice for the shortest time. To his Archmage’s sight Duke glowed with terrifying power. Baslin had honed his magical vision over a centuries to be able to see all the subtleties of Mana systems. Even still, he had never seen anything like Duke’s. The man’s Mana channels were swollen beyond what should have been his limit, stretched to channel frightening levels of power. They all branched from a single core of power, some sort of cosmic seed planted deep inside his soul that had sprouted and was growing. Baslin was no longer sure he could keep the man in check if he needed to at some point. Once again, he was thankful that he counted the man a friend.

The pair stepped away from the growing ranks of the Legion outside the wall. “Hello there, Baslin. Ready for the long journey to Chopie-land?”

Baslin chuckled. “Yes, I am ready, but it remains to be seen that you have the patience for the long journey.”

“Wow, first Aurelia, then you. Everyone must think I’m an adrenaline junky.” Duke responded, a hint of defensiveness carrying in his voice.

“Perhaps there’s a reason for that.” Grat’s voice carried down from the top of the wall. “You don’t exactly have a reputation for patience, Duke. You’ve earned it and that’s OK. Just accept it like the rest of us have.”

“Speaking of patience, are you sure you want to stay here and wait for this to be all over?” Duke called up to him.

“Quite sure. Elaine and I will keep an eye on things here and make sure everything is all in order when you come back. If you need anything, or more likely, are going to send a bunch of people here, just use the Jewels of Whispers that Sam gave you all. We’ll get them sorted. And don’t worry about us. Hanging out here in the wilderness is just perfect for us. City-life is not really our thing.”

“Wilderness.” Duke scoffed. “You sleep in a bed and eat meals cooked for you by an extra-dimensional magical being. Wilderness, right.”

Grat responded with a broad smile and a wave. “Enjoy your trail rations!” He ducked back down behind the wall.

“He’s tempting me to TELEPORT back for every meal, isn’t he? Duke asked.

Baslin chuckled. “It does seem so. If it wouldn’t affect the morale of the troops, I would say that it’s an excellent plan.”

Aurelia leaned in conspirationally. “Perhaps if we had a large command tent that we went into for our meals and sealed it from interruption or had some way to know if someone was coming in…”

Baslin beamed back at her. “That’s an excellent plan. Now only if we knew someone who would take enormous pleasure from crafting such a ridiculously impractical structure.”

“Do you know someone like that?’ Duke asked, knowing full well he was walking right into the line.”

“I know such a man because he is me!” Baslin responded with a wide grin.

“Remind me to introduce you to memes if I ever get some sort of illusion-projecting magic.” Duke replied with a groan.

Their conversation was interrupted when one of Aurelia’s commanders rode up on horseback nodding to Aurelia and Duke. “General. Your Grace. The Legion is assembled and ready to march.”

“Thank you, Commander Marsh.” Aurelia responded seriously. She raised her voice, employing her COMMAND VOICE Ability to reach each member of the Legion simultaneously. “Legion! Prepare to March!” The thunder of the Legion’s voices responding shook the ground. “Ready to march!” Aurelia smiled with pride at her troops’ discipline and unity. She gave the command. “Legion! March!”

As one, the Legion marched in ranks of 25 Legionnaires abreast down the road Duke and Grat had created through forest. They had created a 30-meter wide path to allow just this sort of formation while permitting some space on either side for commanders to move back and forth. In all, the formation was longer than anything Duke had ever seen before the horde. Whereas the horde was a disorganized teeming mass of undead, this formation was orderly and marched in lockstep. The precision with which they marched amazed Duke enough for him to comment on it.

“Despite the troops being different heights, they all are marching at the exact same stride and cadence. That is more than just practice and discipline. Their distances are not being affected by terrain or the curvature of the road.”

Aurelia beamed with pride. “Yes, the FORMATION Ability is one of the key Abilities granted to all members of the Twice Blessed Legion. Many consider it a minor Ability, but for moving troops over any distance it is invaluable. Without it, troops will inchworm their way along as the slightest misstep will travel back through the ranks compounding to the point that troops midway through the formation and beyond have to continuously stop and jog to catch back up to the leaders. That leaves them off-balance and more tired than they should be on such a march. This Ability prevents that and makes sure they all travel as a unit. Just wait until you see a FORMATION charge. The thundering resonance as they charge in unison is enough to shake walls down.”

Aurelia stepped high into the air, which looked rather strange until her foot came to a stop in a stirrup that appeared, followed by a massive horse. She swung up into the saddle and smiled at Duke’s widening eyes. The horse was powerfully muscled and tall. Duke had to crane his head up to look at her beaming smile. “You like my horse?”

Duke rose into the air so he could speak to her without craning his head. “Ahh, that’s better. I didn’t want to talk to your knee for the rest of the journey. The horse is a magnificently powerful beast, one fit for the General of the Legion.”

“Yes, I do enjoy having something powerful between my legs.” She offered with a wicked grin.

“Keep talking like that and I’ll drag you back to the Inn and the Legion will just have to march on its own for a while.” Duke responded.

She smiled back enigmatically but did not respond other than to kick her horse into motion, brushing a tingling line of desire with her hand across Duke’s chest as she passed by. Duke visibly took a moment to re-center himself before FLYING above the marching column. He smiled at the precision marching of the more than a kilometer long formation.

The Legion marched onward, covering ground at a consistent pace. Even at this pace it would be at least a week, possibly two, before they made it out of the forest and onto the main road to the capital. And even then, it would still be more than another week before they would make it to the city itself. Duke was expecting the king to discover them coming at some point. He had no idea if the lich was in contact with the horde before it was erased but he suspected that Chopie knew that his horde had been defeated. What concerned Duke on that front was that none of the three “generals” that should have been leading the horde had made an appearance with it and were likely waiting for him in the city.

At some point, the Legion had taken up a marching song. It was a chant of the story of the Legion from its original forming to fight the Vile King’s forces to their defeat and redemption. Finally, the song turned to hope at being able to defeat the newly risen Lich King, Chopie. It was while listening to the song that Duke realized that he was taking the same Legion on a quest to do what it was originally intended to do and had failed at the first time. I hope that was just dungeon backstory because if it wasn’t, this is kinda fucked up, and it’s going to all be on me if it all goes to shit again.

Aurelia had taken to riding at the front of the marching column, maintaining her INSPIRATION Ability for hours on end. It was one of her most powerful command Abilities that came with her Legion Commander Class, and it provided a significant morale boost to everyone considered part of the Legion. She had been pushing this Ability hard when training the Legion and had pushed it almost halfway through the Initiate levels. That, combined with her own personal Characteristic growth was providing a 44% boost to the entire Legion’s morale. They would hit harder, march faster, be more accurate, and resist outside influences that much better. By pushing herself to use her 20,000 Mana Pool over and over to maintain the Ability, her hope was to get it to at least level 20 in the Initiate rank and get the boost fully up to 50% before they reached their destination. She would never speak it aloud, but the last time the Legion marched on a Lich King, it ended badly for them all and the thought was rarely far from her mind.

The only respite from her worries was when her mind turned to Duke. The man had not only rescued them, but he had become everything she could have hoped for. He treated everyone around him with respect and care…until he encountered an enemy. Those, he eliminated with ruthlessness. The lengths he had gone to in order to help someone who even showed him a small kindness she found remarkable. She felt the respect and attraction that she held for the man growing into something much more serious. This realization both thrilled and frightened her. How could she ever keep up with the man who could destroy an army in one stroke?

She was broken from her thoughts as a scout came jogging up to her with a report. The scout fell in step with Aurelia’s horse, her pace steady. “Report for you, General.”

“Proceed.” Aurelia answered without hesitation.

“Ma’am, trolls have been spotted three kilometers ahead and off the road to the right by about another kilometer. It is unclear whether they will engage or lay low. There are seven of them. Forest variety.”

“Thank you. Go ahead and return to your patrol. I’ll handle it from here. Well done.” Aurelia dismissed the scout and considered her options. Trolls would be a major problem for a small group of people to deal with, especially since there were seven of them. But Aurelia had the entire Legion at her back and even a hundred trolls wouldn’t be a significant problem. As she considered what approach to take, Duke came down from above to join her.

“Any issues, or was that just a standard scouting report?” Duke asked.

“Small issue, but nothing that can’t be handled. It seems that there is a group of about seven trolls off the road ahead. They may lay low or even flee when we approach, but they might be hungry and aggressive as well. The horde must have killed or driven most of the wildlife from the area.”

“True. I would say it is better to eliminate the potential threat than to wait for it to actually become one, wouldn’t you?” Duke asked.

“Yes, I do agree. I’ll task a century to break off and deal with the trolls.” Aurelia decided.

“Or we could just go ahead and take care of them ourselves.” Duke offered. “It could be fun.”

Aurelia smiled at Duke. “Yes, it could be fun, and I can set my blade ablaze to prevent their regeneration.”

“Regeneration, eh? And flame stops it? I can do that, but I’ll have to be careful not to set the forest on fire. That would be less than ideal. Let’s do it.” The pair headed off after Aurelia gave an update and instructions to her commanders to continue the march in her absence.
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                The pair moved off into the forest towards the area the scout had indicated. The forest was forgiving enough that Aurelia could still ride her horse, but she was having second thoughts of using it when the fight started. After an internal debate that lasted nearly the entire journey, she decided to keep herself mounted and dismiss the horse if she needed to fight in a tighter space.

Duke had spent the journey trying to decide how much of the coming fight he wanted to carry himself. He was sure that he could eliminate the trolls easily by himself but also knew that wouldn’t be the best for his growing relationship.

“I want you to take the lead in this fight. I’ll support you if you need it, but I think you can handle most, if not all, of them by yourself.” Duke offered.

“We will see. Trolls are not foes I have trained for in my new life. Well, at least, not the living variety. I’ve killed a number of zombified trolls in the dungeon but that’s not really the same thing. I also want to try one of my Abilities that I have only used in limited scope. With the whole Legion in range, the effect could be tremendous.”

“What Ability is that and what does it do?” Duke asked, intrigued.

“It’s actually a pair of Abilities that synergize. The first is called INSPIRATION and it gives a Morale boost to troops under my command. The second is called ALL FOR ONE and it gives an experience boost to a single individual based on how many troops I have under INSPIRATION.”

“You have over 30,000 troops under your command right now. What do those numbers work out to?” Duke was fully engaged right now, thinking about the possibilities.

“INSPIRATION is giving a 44% Morale boost to the entire Legion. ALL FOR ONE is really where things get crazy. At my current rank, It gives a 3% boost in experience for every 100 individuals under INSPIRATION. It also reduces everyone else’s experience gains by 1% but it’s such a small amount that it’s really unnoticeable.” She smiled as she saw Duke’s growing reaction.

“That’s like a 900% experience boost for one person. That’s incredible. Use it on yourself for this fight and let’s see how it goes.” Duke marveled.

“I was going to use it on you.” She countered.

“No, for this fight, use it on yourself for three reasons. Firstly, I’m a tier higher and maybe 50 levels into that tier beyond where you are now so you need to start catching up. Secondly, you’ll get the experience right after the fight. And lastly, since I get my experience differently, it might not even work on me.”

“OK, I have it set to myself for now. The trolls should be close. Let’s get ready.” She put words to action by drawing her golden sword.

Duke chuckled inwardly, knowing that there was no way they were sneaking up on the trolls with Aurelia in her golden armor reflecting sunlight in all directions. Not that it would matter. This was going to be a straight up fight in his mind. Trolls were just dumb brutes after all. As his thoughts circled around to Aurelia, he felt another of her Abilities kick-in.

*** You have been affected by an Ability. COMMANDER’S MIGHT had granted you a temporary 25% increase in your Strength. ***

Well, that’s pretty damned cool. I doubt I’m going to use it in this fight but that’s a significant boost. Duke considered asking Aurelia about the Ability’s parameters, but he spotted the trolls ahead.

The trolls were large creatures. Not on the same scale as the giant Duke fought so long ago but significantly larger than Duke himself. He estimated that they stood around four meters tall and were largely humanoid. Their skin was a mottled green and brown mixture that would probably work as natural camouflage – a natural camouflage that didn’t work at all when they were loudly and aggressively tearing huge chunks of flesh from a newly slain bear’s carcass.

Aurelia tensed next to Duke, her horse echoing her tensing of muscles, preparing for a charge. She glanced over to him, possibly for reassurance, possibly to let Duke know that she had this. Duke wasn’t sure which it was, but he rose into the trees above the trolls completely unnoticed in their feeding frenzy. If she needed him, he would be there in an instant, but he remained confident that she could handle the trolls herself. He settled in to watch.

Aurelia quietly readied her sword, checked her stirrups to make sure they would hold her securely with her hands free but still could release nearly instantly if needed. Such things were easier to do when your entire horse was a magical construct under your control. With a thought, her horse charged through the clearing where the trolls were enjoying their impromptu feast. Moments before she struck the first troll, her blade became covered with crackling flames.

Aurelia flashed by the trolls at the fastest speed her mount could manage. One troll spotted her as she approached and began to stand up, making it her first target. She activated her FLASH CHARGE Ability, accelerating her horse’s pace to nineteen times its normal charging pace. In nearly an instant, both rider and horse had closed with the troll and passed it by with a single swing of Aurelia’s flaming, golden sword. The blade sliced through the fingers of the hand that was being raised in defense, continuing through the skull of the troll, separating the top third of its head from the rest of its body.

She had stopped and was turning for another charge before the body hit the floor in an expanding pool of flaming blood. The rest of the trolls reacted to the flaming blood spurting from the split head of their companion with a howl of rage. They abandoned their meal, turning towards the threat and rising to their full height. Duke realized that maybe he had underestimated how big these trolls really were as they stood to their full five-meter height, fangs and claws on full display.

Aurelia cursed, seeing her path blocked, preventing her from another charge past them. Instead, she improvised and had the horse charge forward into the trolls while she flipped off its back mid-charge. The horse executed its headlong charge flawlessly, rearing up on its hind legs right at the end to slam its forehooves into the center troll’s chest, knocking it from its feet. Aurelia flipped backwards intending to land in a crouch. Her timing was a bit off and she underrotated, slamming her toes into the ground.

By the time she had finished stumbling and regaining her feet, the trolls had ripped the magical horse apart. They became even more incensed as their new meal dissipated into fading motes of magic. They turned on her, charging forward with claws ready to tear her apart, showing no concerns for the flaming sword she held at the ready in front of her.

The trolls charged forward, so enraged that they pushed and jostled each other in their frenzy to get to their target. Aurelia used this to her advantage as she slipped between their claw swipes, rolling through the legs of one troll who had taken a particularly wide stance. She came to her feet and sliced her flaming sword through the troll’s left hamstring. She jumped backwards as the spray of blood ignited.

Aurelia continued to dive, dip, duck, and dodge around the trolls, using their bulk to tangle each other up. The fight was taking longer than she had anticipated because she was slowed down by her left arm flopping uselessly after a troll managed to get a particularly nasty slash through her armor. Still, she wore them down, one by one as the flames overtook them more and more. Finally, the last troll fell into a burning heap and Aurelia could finally catch her breath.

Duke appeared next to her, hitting her with a CLEANSE and a RESTORE. Her clothes and armor were all repaired and refreshed. Her arm, however, was still injured severely and the healing potion she had taken did not seem to be fixing the injury.

“Nice tricks with the horse there. It really put them off balance and gave you some good openings.” Duke commented as he waited for her to come down from the adrenaline high.

“The first FLASH CHARGE was the best. I caught them all by surprise with that one. The follow-up with just the horse charging would have worked better if I didn’t flub the backflip. And letting that one brute catch me full on the shoulder with its claws didn’t work out so well for me.” Aurelia pointed to her left arm that was still hanging by her side limply.

“Other than those two things, I think you handled it perfectly. Your blows were precise, well timed, and powerful. The flaming sword cut through them with little to no resistance. That is one hell of a sword you have.” Duke complimented. They continued to talk as they walked back towards the Legion.

“Well, it better be. It’s the one you gave me.” She replied.

“It’s the one that the dungeon made specifically for you.” Duke countered.

“There is that. Sam did a great job on it. Do you think he had any inkling on how things were going to work out?” Aurelia asked.

“I doubt it. I think that he expected I would find the sword earlier and you to use the sword against the Mage King in the dungeon to help complete the level or even to be some undead monstrosity inspiring the entire undead legion – that would have been a nightmare. I doubt he had any conception that you, the whole Legion, and the sword would be exiting the dungeon.”

“I’m glad it worked out like it did though.” She paused, turning towards Duke.

Duke needed no additional prompting and pulled her in for a passionate kiss. When they finally broke the kiss Duke smiled. “We’re definitely going back to the Inn when we make camp.”

“Oh, don’t you know it!” She replied hungrily. “But first, let’s find a healer so I can get my arm working again. I have a feeling I’m going to need it.”

Duke returned the smile for a moment before changing the subject. So, how much experience did you get from that fight?”

Aurelia got the glazed-over look of someone reading notifications before excitedly responding. “I got more than 330,000 from that single fight with my ALL FOR ONE Ability firing away from the whole Legion. I gained nine levels! That’s incredible. Can you imagine the possibilities of using this Ability for every fight the Legion has?”

“It will make monsters of everyone we use it on. I’m not sure how experience normally gets allocated in mass battles. Do you know?” Duke asked.

“Not completely sure about all the calculations but leaders get a portion of the experience from every kill their troops make. There is a hierarchy and I’m sure there is some sort of cap, but I don’t know what that is. Once we deal with whatever Chopie has prepared for us, we’ll have a better handle on it.” She replied.

“I want you to keep the ALL FOR ONE Ability focused on yourself. At least until you get halfway through tier three. I want you to catch up to me and that is probably the best way to make it happen.” Duke instructed; his voice serious.

“That is one order I think I can take without hesitation.” She replied.

“And there are others that you won’t?” Duke inquired.

“Duke, I love you, but you are not exactly a tactical genius. Your talents lie elsewhere. So, yes, there are sometimes I’m going to overrule you on the battlefield. That’s what a General does – handles the war and battles for you.”

“So, you love me?” Duke asked, seemingly ignoring the rest of her statement.

“I would have thought that would be obvious by now. It took me a while to determine if it was just gratitude for my freedom and that of the Legion, but I have become more and more sure that these feelings are true in and of themselves.” She replied with warmth and seriousness in her gaze.

“I have to admit that I hesitated to say anything about it. I did not want to say something to shatter the sheer perfection. But now I can freely admit that I feel the same. I love you, Aurelia.”

“Good to know that it’s not one-sided. Now don’t you get any crazy notions about marriage just yet.” She admonished him.

“Oh God no. I’ve made that mistake three times already. I’m not-“ Duke stopped as soon as he realized what he was saying and the hot glare it got from Aurelia.

“We are going to have a talk tonight and you are going to tell me all about it. Understood?” She announced.

Duke nodded, not daring to open his mouth again to bite more deeply on his foot. To his relief, they finally made it back to the Legion and the hustle of finding a healer and returning to the march took over, distracting him from the dread of the upcoming conversation that evening.
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                The Legion’s healers were able to get Aurelia’s arm sorted out in short order, not even slowing down the pace of the march.  It was not long after that when Baslin excitedly addressed the pair.

“Duke, Duke, Duke!  Did you bring back the troll corpses for me?  There are so many things that could be made from them!”  He bounced excitedly, his eyes darting between the pair.

“Sorry, they got all burnt up and we left them there.”  Duke conceded.

“Where are they?  I can still use them, he asked, his eyes sparking still.

Duke didn’t hesitate and simply TELEPORTED Baslin to the dead trolls.  Aurelia stared at him and then realized what must have happened.  “You TELEPORTED him to the troll corpses, didn’t you?”

Duke smiled smugly.  “Yep.  Sure did.  I’ll fetch him back in a bit.”

Aurelia burst out in laughter at Duke’s antics.  “You really just TELEPORTED an Archmage into the middle of a pile of troll corpses.  And you haven’t even had a second thought about it at all?”

“Why not?  Baslin gets the monster corpses he wants, and we get a bit more time together without interruptions.”  Duke nearly slapped himself for phrasing it that way, not because of any disrespect towards Baslin but rather because he just invited the universe to throw all sorts of interruptions his way. 

Aurelia noticed the look on his face and asked, “What’s wrong?”

“Did you not just hear what I said?  Now we are going to be interrupted for the rest of the day.  It’s just-“

“Your Grace, General?  The scouts have reported movement in the trees.  We haven’t managed to actually see what’s moving around, but whatever it is, there’s a lot of them.  At least 30, maybe more.”

Duke sighed.  He tried to suppress it, but utterly failed.  “And why haven’t the scouts pursued to get better information?”

“Your Grace, it would take most of the scouts to pursue these elusive presences and it would open the Legion up to potential ambush.”  The leader of the scouts responded.  Duke was not sure he remembered the man’s name or even his title in the Legion.  The more he thought about it, he was sure that he had never been told either.  For that reason, he came up with a title of his own.

“Solid logic, Scoutmaster.  Aurelia, break off a Century to investigate.  I’ll take overwatch for them.  If more are needed, I’ll whisper for reinforcements.  Otherwise, keep the Legion marching.  We still have a few hours before we need to make camp.”  Duke issued commands, confident that they would be obeyed.

Aurelia chuckled and replied.  “Master of the Hunt, Terry.  No, excuse me…Scoutmaster Terry, redeploy your scouts, avoiding the current disturbance.  Be vigilant as this distraction could very well be a setup for traps and ambushes.”

“Yes, General.”  He saluted and departed to redeploy the scouts. 

When he got far enough away Aurelia turned to Duke.  “So, you have decided to re-title roles within my Legion.”

“Actually, I don’t think I ever knew his title and it seemed appropriate.  He is the master of the scouts, right?”  Duke replied, hiding his smile.

“He is, but since that title seems to bring you some particular humor, I am concerned that you just made a joke out of the man.  No, correct that.  I am not concerned.  I am certain and we will pick this conversation up with another one tonight.  Take care of my Century or I will be very cross at you this evening.  And you had better know what I mean by that.”

Duke smiled.  “Yeah.  I got it.  Message received in full.  Now send that Century out so I can keep an eye on them.  And you might want to tag the Centurian with your ALL FOR ONE Ability while you are at it.”

“Very cross.”  She responded as she called over the lead Century’s Centurian.

Duke sighed inwardly.  Sometimes, I just gotta learn to keep my damned mouth shut.  He took to the air as the Centurian got his orders from Aurelia.  He rose upwards and overhead as the Century broke off and headed for the area the scouts had indicated.  To Duke, it just looked like normal woods – nothing special.  Still, he followed them, preparing to engage if needed, keeping his Jewel of Whispers ready to relay anything he spotted.

The scouts had indicated that the disturbances were some distance away from the road, so the Century picked it way through the forest, doing its best to stay as a cohesive whole.  The FORMATION Ability was less able to handle travelling through the forest. Perhaps if the Legion as a whole leveled it up to the next rank it would, but few had it above the Novice rank at this point.  There was a quiet running bet amongst the Legionnaires that they would collectively hit the Initiate rank on the way back home.  The pool had become quite organized and was now down to the hour of the particular day.  The pot itself, was up to nearly 50,000 gold and the Centurian who had taken it upon herself to oversee the pool was debating whether to make it even more granular as there were likely going to be hundreds of winners splitting the pot if she kept it down to only the hour.

Duke kept above the Century, mostly alert.  He was confident that the soldiers could handle most any threat that came along which unconsciously gave his mind permission to wander.  It did not take much for him to start thinking about the coming battle.  He wanted to scout forward and see the state of the city or at least what was waiting for the Legion, but he also didn’t want to tip off Chopie that he was still in the fight.  Baslin had told him that there was a good chance that Chopie would know where his phylactery was and since it was in Duke’s INVENTORY, he didn’t want to get close to the city until it was time.

His thoughts were interrupted by an otherworldly shout of a single, angry word “Destroyer!”

Duke refocused his attention downwards to where the shout had come from.  He saw the Legion come to a halt as a lone figure stared up at Duke with such palpable enmity the very air seemed to still in fear.

The creature glaring up at him stood tall, its regal bearing shining despite the heat of its anger projected at Duke.  Its skin was reminiscent of the bark of ancient trees, adorned with vibrant, mossy patterns that seem to shift and change as Duke watched. Eyes like pools of molten emerald burned with an intense, fierce glow, reflecting the fury that poured out from within.  It roared at Duke, “I can taste your soul.  You are the one who destroyed the forest!  You destroyed the creatures that inhabited its beauty!  You destroyed the fey folk that lived here and protected it!  You, Harbinger of Death, shall see your power removed and your life snuffed out by my retribution!

Before Duke could react, a wave of power washed out from the being, flashing over him and the Century alike.  A notification flashed into his vision unbidden.

*** You have been affected by RETRIBUTIVE SUPPRESSION.  All Abilities, Skills, Spells, and similar qualities have been reduced in power by three full ranks. ***

Duke felt the weakness flow through him as he crashed down to the forest floor, his FLIGHT Ability completely suppressed. What in the actual fuck was that!  He bounced off a few tree limbs on his way down, hitting the ground a few meters in front of the Legion.  With the brief glimpse he got of the situation as he desperately tried to control his descent it seemed that the entire Century was shaken by the creature’s magic.  Even still, they drew their weapons and readied for the coming fight.

Duke could hear the creature casually stepping in his direction.  It was not the normal sound of footsteps, but more like the sound of a breeze through the trees.  He could also tell the creature was taking its time in its approach which gave him time to scramble to his feet.  He turned his attention to the approaching creature, noting that it stood just over three meters tall.  Why is everything so damned big in this forest?  That’s what she said.  Seriously?  THAT is what is going through my head at a time like this? 

“Ok, green eyes.  That was a nice trick, but you got things a bit backwards here.  I regrew the entire forest after the undead army came through and destroyed everything in its path.  You can verify that one with Gaiathia as she is the one who tasked me with doing it.  No back off before I have to do something drastic!”

“Take your punishment like a good little human and I will spare the lives of these other humans.”  It gestured to the Century that was moving into an arc formation to attack and contain the forest creature.

Duke growled back at the creature.  “You have no idea who you are fucking with.  You think you have cut me off from my power and think you can threaten me and mine.  And then get away with it?  You are about to learn the harsh lesson that you don’t fuck with the Duke!”

He had not planned it, but his shout had been the impetus for the Century to act.  They flowed around him, attacking the sylvan creature with terrible enthusiasm.  It did not seem impressed as sword blows were no more effective against its bark-like skin as they would be against a mountain.  The sword strikes had some strength behind them but no technique at all.  Duke understood immediately, realizing that the Legionnaires likely didn’t have combat skills above the Initiate rank.  He joined the fight himself.

Duke launched himself at the creature summoning his Tonfa from his INVENTORY only to find that he couldn’t access them at all.  His Ability was only at the Initiate rank and was completely suppressed.  His fist struck the creature at an odd angle, having expected to strike with the weapon.  He felt his bones strain but luckily they did not break.  The creature did not seem impressed with his attack either.

“It seems that ‘The Duke’ is completely ineffectual.  Shame.  I was hoping to get the satisfaction of you at least putting up a fight.”  It swept its arms around itself with a complete spin of its body, sending Legionnaires flying through the air along with Duke.

Duke picked up a sword dropped by a Legionnaire, cursed, and then dropped it.  The fucking thing burnt me!  Goddamned sword god curse!  He mentally scrambled for options while Legionnaires continued to ineffectually throw themselves at the creature.  OK, I have eight Abilities that aren’t completely suppressed.  RESTORE isn’t going to help here.  DUNGEON SENSE and MENTAL FORTITUDE are probably useless too.  ARMOR SKIN is helping a bit but TELEPORTATION, REGENERATION, LIGHTNING, and OVERCHANNEL still leave me with options beyond picking up a rock and trying to bash my way through its skull.  I still have all my Mana so I can still pour it into LIGHTNING.  Might as well give it a try.

Duke shouted a single order before engaging the creature again.  “Legionnaires!  Return to the Legion.  The suppression field is too much for you.  I will handle this one by myself.”  He hated to send them back as the experience from beating this thing could be huge.  But the consideration that they were completely in the way and likely would die pointlessly in the fight is what forced him into the decision.

Like the professionals they were, the Legionnaires broke off their engagement over the next few seconds, reforming their ranks and limping their way back through the forest.  Meanwhile, Duke had taken to punching the creature with LIGHTNING enshrouded fists.  He still had his full Strength and the added kick of his go-to attack Ability seemed to finally have some effect on the creature. 

“How can this be?  I suppressed you.  You can’t have any Abilities left to use.”  The creature changed to actively trying to attack Duke.  Its entire body became covered with long, sharp thorns and it attempted to slam him to the ground.

Duke fought back with his LIGHTNING-enhanced fists but despite his phenomenal strength, he seemed to be holding the creature off at best.  He was getting cut up by the creature’s thorns and barbs as well.  His REGENERATION was still working, but at a significantly diminished capacity.  In short, he was losing the fight.  Slowly, but steadily the creature was wearing him down and he was not recovering fast enough to keep up.  He decided to change his approach.

As he was slammed to the forest floor once again, Duke pulled his LIGHTNING from his fists and channeled his Mana into his ARMOR SKIN.  Immediately, he felt his skin harden and become more protective.  His skin was nowhere near as tough as he had made it when clearing the final room of the dungeon as he just couldn’t channel that much Mana with the two Abilities reduced to Novice ranks.  But still, he smiled as he realized that it might be enough.  The thorns were barely scratching him at all now and his REGENERATION was starting to slowly gain ground over the slight injuries.

The only problem was that he could barely hurt the creature, if at all.  Its bark-like skin absorbed his punches and kicks too well.  They were now in a stalemate with neither able to really hurt the other, but they still tried, slamming blows into each other as they knocked each other around the forest.  Duke grunted in frustration as yet another blow had little effect.

Duke decided to try something a bit different as they continued to struggle, something he had rarely done before – talk his opponent out of the fight.  “You know, I’m not your enemy.  I am not the great evil you think I am – I am the one who rebuilt the forest.”  He received no response from the creature as it continued to attack him.  “OK, not getting through that way, then how about this tack?  I can keep this up for days?  How long will your suppression last?  An hour?  Six?  What do you think is going to happen then?”  Duke focused his full Psyche on the creature as he spoke, doing his best to push the concept across with the force of his personality.

For the first time in the roughly hour the two had been fighting, the creature paused.  Duke graciously took a step backwards, still ready to react to a blow but not re-initiating combat.  They both looked around themselves to see the devastated forest around them.  The creature looked around at the destruction with its glowing eyes dimming.

“Yes, this destruction.  All of it is your fault.”  Duke declared.  “You chose this fight.  You chose this location.  You refused to see what even the goddess of nature saw – I am a force for restoration even more than I am a force for destruction.  You now have a choice to make.  Continue this pointless fight that you will eventually lose, give up the fight and walk away, or drop your suppression and watch as I RESTORE this forest before your very eyes.  The choice is yours.”

The creature looked at him incredulously.  Duke’s XENOGLOSSIA was unaffected by the suppression, and he could read the creature’s emotions in its body language.  It was confused and had no idea what to do now.  Duke continued, “So you are probably just now realizing that you were completely wrong about the situation and even the outcome of this fight.  I, personally, have no idea who or really what you are but I’m willing to let this whole attack go since you really didn’t hurt me or anyone I care about seriously.  What do you say?  Let’s have a chat and figure things out.”

Duke saw the creature resign itself a moment before his Abilities were restored.  He did not hesitate and activated a 10,000 Mana RESTORE.  The shattered forest around them rapidly rebuilt itself as the creature gaped in amazement. “There, isn’t that better?  I am called Duke.  You happen to have a name?”

The creature looked at Duke, paused for several seconds, and then replied.  “I am known as Nornsyl.  I am the Spirit of this Forest.  And it would appear that the Goddess confirms your words.  I owe you and yours an apology.  I sought to protect the forest from destruction but even though I smell your magic in the recent destruction, I smell it even more in the regrowth and renewal of it all.  I will make amends in some way.  The Goddess instructs me to do so.”

“OK, first off, let’s not get the goddess too involved here.  Our business is our business.  Let’s head back to the others as they are likely concerned about the outcome of our little tussle.  Once there, we can figure things out.”  Duke didn’t look back as he headed for the Legion.  His DUNGEON SENSE confirmed that Nornsyl was following him if a bit tentatively.
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                The Legion had continued marching, and Duke found himself emerging close to the end of the ranks. After the tenth Legionnaire warned him about the creature following him, he decided to wait for Nornsyl to catch up to him and have it walk beside him. This still got looks, but at least there were no more warnings about being followed.

When Duke made it to the front of the Legion and met up with Aurelia, he saw that Baslin had made his way back up to the front of the Legion as well. The Archmage was floating alongside Aurelia on an overstuffed chair, one that looked remarkably like a chair from the library in the now destroyed tower. He gave Duke an interested look as the pair approached.

“A new friend, Duke?” Baslin asked.

Duke smiled. “Perhaps. Baslin, Aurelia, this is Nornsyl, the Spirit of the Forest. Nornsyl was rather upset about the destruction of the forest from the undead infestation and decided to take it out on me.”

Aurelia gave Duke an odd look and greeted Nornsyl. “Hello Nornsyl. Nice to meet you.” Baslin merely gave the spirit a nod, seemingly disinterested. Aurelia continued. “So, you attacked Duke, and you still are here. Either you are extremely powerful, or Duke has finally learned some restraint.”

Nornsyl looked from Aurelia to Duke and back, its emerald eyes searching for something unknowable between the two. “I sense the energy of creation between you two. May your mating be blessed.”

Aurelia gaped and stared at the newcomer before crimson took over her face entirely. Duke suppressed a laugh and responded, “Thank you Nornsyl. But I really don’t think that is what the goddess had in mind for amends. I do have a question for you though. I have met a Guardian Spirit in the past, but they did not interact with the physical world like you do. Why is that?”

"Youngling. In time the spirit will grow to manifest in the world if it is nurtured.” Nornsyl explained briefly.

Duke acknowledged the answer with a sagely nod. “I guess that makes sense. How long does it take to get to the point where it could interact with the material world?”

“That is difficult to answer. If it is a Guardian Spirit over sentients, it will be faster. If not, it will take centuries. I was not able to manifest in the material world for at least six or seven centuries after my formation.”

Baslin entered the conversation. “What is your intention. Do you plan to travel with us? Are you simply monitoring us as we pass through your forest?”

The Spirit glared at Baslin for longer than seemed comfortable. It responded, “I have made a miscalculation and followed Duke here to make amends for attacking him and his people, but I do not know how to make amends. My hope is that someone amongst you well show me the proper way for me to make amends.”

Duke looked between Aurelia and Baslin, hoping they would have a suggestion. By their blank looks they did not and once again it was all up to him. He turned back to Nornsyl and asked a question of his own, “What is it that you can do that could possibly be amends for your actions?”

Nornsyl seemed to ponder the question for several moments before answering. “I can watch over this gathering of humans and prevent any of the invading monsters from reaching them.”

Aurelia once again gave Nornsyl her full attention. “What invading monsters? What are you talking about?”

“There are all sorts of monsters above, below, and throughout the forest now. For instance, when the forest was destroyed, all the creatures who dwelt here were either chased away or killed. The monsters from the mountains and caves have come out hunting for food, but they have not found any forest creatures near their home. So, they are venturing further and further away to find them. In time, they will find you all. I can divert them away for you.”

Baslin asked, “Where would you divert them?”

Aurelia added, “Do we even want them diverted? That could be some easy experience for the Legion.”

Nornsyl responded. “I could divert them to the city you are marching towards.”

“How do you know where we are going?” Duke asked.

“They sent an army towards you, now you send an army towards them. That is how humans act. That is what you do.” Nornsyl responded smugly.

“And you ambush random people in the woods. Put your smugness away, Spirit. You really suck at contrition.” Duke responded.

Nornsyl turned back to Duke, emerald eyes flashing hotly before fading to a more reasonable intensity. “That was intended to infuriate me. Was it not?”

“Not entirely.” Duke responded. “Do not group an entire individually intelligent race together as a whole and say that they do ‘x’ or they always do ‘y’. It only displays your ignorance and lack of understanding. Do you have any idea why we march on Chopie’s capital?”

“Why would I care about such things?” Nornsyl responded.

“Not the point. You may not care why but you really just do not know why. You can head back into your forest and stay there. Stay out of our way and we’re all good. I don’t have any more time for you.” Duke responded hotly. He received several concerned looks, but no one contradicted him.

Nornsyl stared intensely at Duke for a few long seconds and the turned and wordlessly walked back into the forest, blending into the trees as he vanished from sight.

“Do you think that maybe that was a mistake?” Aurelia asked Duke.

“I don’t think so. Let the forest spirit be concerned with the forest. We have our own business to be about. I’m just thankful that this didn’t slow down the Legion at all. We are making solid progress towards our destination.”

“That much is true. Have you heard from Grat or Elaine about how things are going back at home with all the civilians?” Aurelia asked.

“Nothing yet. We’ll check in on them tonight.” Duke responded.

“Speaking of which, it would seem that we have about four hours left on the march before we should break and camp. If you don’t mind, I’m going to focus on training my INSPIRATION Ability and see if I can push it up a level or two.” Aurelia smiled as she spoke. Duke could see that she was entirely enamored with the Ability.

“That sounds like a good idea. I’ll be pushing some Abilities as well. Particularly, I’ll be pushing TELEPORTATION. It’s going to take some herculean efforts to get it to rank up, but I really want to see what I can do at a Master rank with it.”

Baslin returned to the conversation. “What is your range limit on TELEPORTATION? Or do you not even know at this point?”

“Well, from what my stats tell me, my limit is somewhere around 400 kilometers right now. That’s well outside the range of anywhere I have been on the whole planet.” Duke answered.

“And that will increase when your Ability ranks up, naturally. So, what is it about the next rank that entices you so much?” Baslin continued his questioning.

“I have picked up the ability to TELEPORT people and objects that are held by others, and even in one case, inside another individual as long as they are within my line of sight. I am hoping that I will be able to do the same to things that are outside of my line of sight, or at least, things that I can see with my CLAIRVOYANCE. I really need to push that Ability as well.” Duke responded with heightening excitement.

“Ambitious. But what purpose would that serve?” Aurelia asked, her curiosity piqued.

“Let me set the scene for you. The Twice Blessed Legion marches on an enemy fortress. They are dug in tight and have all manners of defensive layers. They have mages and archers as well as siege engines to strike at the approaching Legion. The fortress is built with five-meter-thick walls and is considered impregnable. They prepare for us like no one else has ever before. Swords are sharpened. Arrows are dipped in deadly poison. Massive balls of contained spells are piled next to trebuchets and catapults, ready to rain death down upon our heads.”

“That sounds like the Ansky Empire.” Baslin responded.

“Ansky?  What the hell is Ansky?” Aurelia asked.

Baslin nodded solemnly. “Some call it the Evil Empire, but I think that is just because they are so hard to defeat. They are known for hiring the most experienced mercenaries that they can find and inducting them into their ranks of striped soldiers. They have some strange sympathetic magic that makes their bludgeoning weapons strike like the bombs I made for Duke to drop on the undead horde. They are to the northeast and they are feared and hated by many.”

Duke picked back up. “That sounds familiar for some reason, but whatever. For the sake of this argument, we are attacking this Ansky Empire. They are all bunkered down and waiting for us and before they can launch the first arrow, before the first trebuchet fires, all their arrows and ammunition disappears because I TELEPORTED it somewhere else. That would make attacking them a whole lot easier, wouldn’t it?”

Aurelia looked at him in shock. “You mean to do that to Chopie’s army, don’t you?”

“If I can, you bet I will. I trust in the strength of the Legion but if I can end Chopie’s army’s threat before we lose a single soldier, why wouldn’t I do that? Why waste lives? If I have it in my power to win the conflict before it begins, then I sure as hell am going to do so.” Duke answered. “And if someone else, this Ansky Empire, some upstart from the next block, whoever it is, comes looking for trouble, I’ll take away their ability to cause us harm just as fast.”

“Don’t you have to overcome their personal resistance to take something from them?” Baslin asked.

“Yes, but if I have the Ability at Master level, how much stronger will my pull be against their resistance. I’m not saying it’s going to be easy, but it’s something to work towards. Worst case, I can TELEPORT boulders down on them. I don’t really know what war has been like on Teldin, but on my world, it got to be absolutely horrible. We had weapons that could wipe out an entire city with one strike, making the land uninhabitable for thousands of years. I have seen things I would spare all of you – my friends, my soldiers, my followers, from ever having to endure because…let me tell you, it changes you. It changes you in ways that you will not understand nor be able to deal with.”

The pair looked at Duke with concern as the intensity with which his Psyche was burning was palpable. Aurelia reached over and gave him a small hug. “Go train, Duke. We’ll talk more about this tonight.”

He simply nodded and TELPORTED off into the forest a few hundred meters to train. He worked on his precision, TELEPORTING trees out of the ground, pulling their entire root systems with them. He then TELEPORTED them back into place, trying to move the soil to create voids in the shape of the roots. If not for his DUNGEON SENSE, such a move would likely be impossible. He even tried to incorporate his CLARIVOYANCE into the mix. Even with all these advantages, his rate of success was minimal at best. Most every tree he attempted to replant in this manner fell over or leaned in an odd direction. Hours later, he RESTORED the entire area and returned to the Legion to find that camp was largely established.

Duke joined Aurelia and Baslin in the command tent and, as promised, TELEPORTED them all back to the Inn for the night.

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 6 - Just What is Baslin up to?

    
    
    
    
                Back at the Inn, the trio headed in to find things emptier than they had ever seen before.  Calen and Sam greeted them, “Good evening and welcome back.  I would say that your private table is ready, but virtually every table is private right now.”

“Don’t worry, Sam.  The Legion will return, and training will continue.  In the meantime, how is the town progressing?”

“Duke, I do worry.  My progress was phenomenal and now it’s only down to really good.  As for the town?  It is coming along well.  There have even been a few who have tried the dungeon in there.  Funny to say it that way.  Having a dungeon in a dungeon is not normal.  Regardless, they returned heavily injured and needed to spend time with the healers.  I think that would please you as it has discouraged others from attempting to conquer it.”

“I guess when it comes down to it, I don’t mind either way.  I would love to see the town grow and prosper within the Inn and would love to see it become the staging point for adventurers to delve into the dungeon of the Lake Front Inn.  But that is all some ways down the line.  Right now, I have a king to depose and all that comes with it.”

Elaine and Grat joined them at that time with greetings and smiles.  They all sat down and enjoyed dinner keeping conversation light while they ate.  As the evening wore on, discussion on the events in the forest progressed where Duke and Aurelia related the story of Aurelia killing the trolls.  All were most impressed.  At least until the story of the forest spirit, Nornsyl came up.  Both Grat and Elaine seemed truly excited that the Spirit of the Forest came out to greet them.  And then the rest of the story including how Nornsyl had attacked Duke came out.

“You didn’t kill the Forest Spirit, did you Duke?”  Elaine asked, alarm clear in her voice.

“No, I didn’t kill Nornsyl.  We did fight for a long time though.  Tore all kinds of forest up trading blows.  Neither of us could really hurt each other with that wild suppression field it had going.  Eventually, we got tired of fighting, it dropped the suppression field, and I RESTORED the forest we had destroyed.  It seemed to be cool with that afterwards.  We talked for a bit more, introduced it to Baslin and Aurelia and then sent it on its way.”

“You sent Nornsyl, The Spirit of the Forest, on it’s way?” Grat asked.  “Just like that?  With a casual dismissal?”

“Pretty much.”  Duke replied.  “Nornsyl was just too alien for us to comfortably work with despite its best attempts to act somewhat human.  I’m not sure everyone else picked up on it but I certainly did.  It was better that we went our separate ways and did our own things.  Hanging out and sharing a beer would have just led to misunderstandings and then, who knows, maybe I would have had to kill the thing.  It’s better this way.”

Elaine smiled.  “I completely agree with you, Duke.  That was the best course of action.  Unexpected, but possibly a fortuitus meeting.  Things have been relatively quiet here.  My scouts continue to range around the area but there is little to report beyond the activity in the town which, frankly, is not all that interesting either.  They seem rather content.”

Grat added, “The defenses are still in place and are ready to be activated at a moment's notice but with the scouts finding nothing around we probably won’t need to do so.  With that situation in mind, I would like to join you when you return to the Legion.”

“If things are so well handled here, come along, and join us.  We still have at least a week of marching before we get close to the capital.  I am, of course, expecting that we will run into some sort of resistance before then, but I am trying to not jump the gun and scout the city ahead by too much.  That could give away our intentions.”

The evening carried on and the two couples went off to their rooms, leaving Baslin to head to his lab.  He had work to do and as much as he enjoyed having people to talk with, he had spent more than a century by himself and had grown accustomed to it.  The novelty of other people was starting to wear off, especially when they started bickering.  Oh, how he hated that!  That was probably why he had been avoiding Elaine as of late.  Since she had gotten pregnant, she just hadn’t been fun to be around.  Duke was still entertaining because he loved trying new things almost as much as Baslin did and his whole enthusiasm for blowing things up aligned perfectly.

“Yes, indeed, having Duke chance onto my tower was a grand coincidence of fate.”  Baslin mused as he sealed the door to his lab.  After taking a scan at his wards to make sure nothing and no one had disturbed things, he walked over to the door he had Sam conceal for him and activated the runes to open it.  The door opened silently, the several meter thick stone slab gliding into the ceiling effortlessly, allowing Baslin to enter.

He smiled as he came upon his latest experiment.  This was something he had been working on for a few days now and he was getting some truly interesting results from.  His experimental subjects were giving up their secrets bit by bit.  It would take time to get all of them, but time was something Baslin was very familiar with and knew he had in abundance.  He moved closer to observe his subject.

“Well, what have you been up to, my friend?”  The experiment strained against its bonds, but the Ghast was unable to free itself.  It glared hatefully at Baslin, hissing at him in the absolute silence of the containment chamber.  Baslin calmly walked over to a set of shelves to check on several beakers being slowly filled with some sort of distillate.  He nodded and noted his measurement down in a notebook on the table next to the shelves.

He then turned back to the central containment chamber.  The chamber was absolutely clear to his sight, not even providing the slight refraction a glass chamber would provide.  Baslin smiled as he watched his older subject struggle similarly to the latest.  Both were Ghasts contained in the magical containment that Baslin had devised.

“So, let’s see what the other distillation has revealed, shall we?”  Baslin spoke with a hint of excitement and curiosity in his voice as he walked to a set of shelves on the opposite side of the containment chamber.  There, he also noted his measurements and turned back to jot them down in his journal.  “Fascinating.  The undead produced by the dungeon is the same level as this one presumably produced by Negron, yet its Mana level is four times as dense.  I do wish I could get confirmation of its actual origin.  No matter, I will learn what I can from both.”  He delved back into his experimentation for the rest of the night as sleep wasn’t a particular concern for him.  He could go weeks without sleeping and not even begin to feel its effects.

Morning saw everyone back at the breakfast table.  “Everyone have a good night?” Baslin asked as they all settled in.  He was greeted with smiles from Grat and Elaine who seemed especially happy this morning.  Duke and Aurelia shared a look.  He took a drink of coffee allowing her to respond.  She responded with a grin of her own.  “Oh, we had a great night.  Thank you, Sam, for all the soundproofing!”  Duke spit out his coffee.

“You’re welcome.”  Sam responded from somewhere, his avatar not appearing.  Mirth was evident in his voice.

Duke was still choking on his coffee so Aurelia decided to mercifully rescue him.  “How was your night, Baslin?”

“Quite good.  My experiments are coming along nicely.  Soon, I should have some results that I can apply within my magic.  Most exciting.”  Baslin replied.

“What exactly are those experiments?” Grat asked.

“It’s a comparative study of two different forms of magic and how they interact within specific magical constructs.”  He replied, watching most of the group’s eyes glaze over.  “But that is not really important, is it?  Shouldn’t we be heading back already?  Won’t they have broken camp by now?”  No one seemed to notice his change of the subject as they all scrambled to get ready to leave.

Duke had finally stopped choking on his coffee and gave the group a glance to see that they were ready.  He wound up waiting for Grat to give Elaine a goodbye kiss before they departed in a flash of TELEPORTATION.  Duke loved how he could turn that visual on or off at will.

Once back at the Legion, the command tent was stowed in Duke’s INVENTORY, and they all set out with the Legion.  Duke took this time to review his notifications from this morning while he walked.

*** Well, well, well, what do we have here?  Two significant encounters and you didn’t kill a single thing.  Are you getting soft on me?  I guess after last night, I really can’t say that, can I?

Be that as it may, you made a strong accounting of yourself for your first time under a suppression field.  You might want to practice that a bit more.  It couldn’t hurt.  Even though you didn’t kill the Spirit of the Forest, you did beat it in a manner of speaking.  Take 85,000 experience for fighting it to a standstill.  For convincing it that you could outlast it and getting it to essentially give up, take another 15,000 experience.  That will make a good highlight for your time here and it even brings you up to level 95.  Enjoy your 12 Characteristic points.

You had quite the workout on your Skills and Abilities.  Fighting in a suppression field can really do that for you.

TELEPORTATION has increased to Adept 70

REGENERATION has increased to Adept 47

LIGHTNING has increased to Practiced 60

OVERCHANNEL has ranked up to Adept 2

MENTAL FORTITUDE has increased to Practiced 15

SPELL RESISTANCE has ranked up to Initiate 2

SIMULCASTING has increased to Initiate 30

CLEANSE has increased to Initiate 27

RESTORE has increased to Master 37

IDENTIFY has increased to Initiate 18

SENSE MAGIC has increased to Novice 12

REMOTE CASTING has increased to Novice 18

INVENTORY has increased to Initiate 40

ARMOR SKIN has increased to Practiced 76

FLIGHT has ranked up to Practiced 3

CLAIRVOYANCE has increased to Initiate 12

COMBAT SENSE has ranked up to Initiate 3

DUNGEON SENSE has increased to Adept 41

Dodge has increased to Practiced 40

Aerial Maneuvering has increased to Initiate 20

Martial Arts Combat has increased to Adept 21

You have now started to see some of the greater capabilities beyond the small, isolated corner of the world in which you have been placed.  Perhaps it is time for you to leave the small pond.  Then again, even in this small pond, are you really as big a fish as you think?  We shall see. ***

Duke noted the tone of the message again turning more friendly than it had been after his interactions with the gods of the realm.  The information presented did intrigue him some as well.  He had four Abilities rank up and he saw that his ARMOR SKIN was getting close as well.  All this progress made him take a closer look at his stat sheet.
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He still had 12 points to spend but was quite excited with how far he had progressed so far.  One thing he was sure of was that his Characteristic Points per level were way beyond the norm when compared to everyone else he had spoken with.  He was, of course, just fine with that.  He would take any and every advantage he could find.  He briefly contemplated where to place his new Characteristic Points but was interrupted by a sense of wrongness that brought him to full alertness.

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 7 - What Lurks Below

    
    
    
    
                Duke’s head snapped around as he looked around himself, but he did not see anything amiss.  Aurelia immediately picked up on his motion and joined him in looking around.  “What is it, Duke?”

“I’m not sure.  Something’s wrong but I don’t know what.”

Aurelia did not hesitate.  She brought her full COMMAND VOICE to bear shouting, “Alert!  Stand ready for attack!  Source and nature unknown.  Cohorts, turtle up!”  The response was immediate.  Legionnaires moved with practiced efficiency, forming squares of outwardly facing ranks with shields drawn tightly into shield walls.  In the span of thirty seconds, neatly marching ranks had converted into several defensive formations, ready to take an attack from any side.

Duke cycled to Soul Sight to see if he could pick up anything amiss but still did not see anything.  Finally, he turned to DUNGEON SENSE and immediately saw the issue.  There were tunnels underneath them all that were filled with giant ants.  He shouted, “Subterranean threat!”

Aurelia attempted to echo Duke’s alert again employing her COMMAND VOICE.  But she was not fast enough.  The ground collapsed beneath their feet before she could shout, or the Legion could respond.  Throughout the area, holes the size of houses collapsed underneath the Legion, dragging countless soldiers screaming into the darkness.  Duke grabbed Aurelia’s arm, holding her aloft with FLIGHT as the ground collapsed underneath them and giant ants poured out, attacking everything in sight.  The ants stood as tall as a man at the shoulder, and they came boiling out of the holes, swarming over the Legion.

The Legionnaires did not stand idly by as the giant ants swarmed.  Shield walls were reformed, and ants were repelled.  Quickly, discipline had the Legionnaires reforming ranks and slashing into the swarming ants.  The enchanted weapons of the Legion sliced through chiton quickly, leaving hundreds of dead ants surrounding the defensive formations.  There were thousands more to take their place, however, and the Legionnaires found themselves pressed backwards by the sheer volume of ants attacking, using the corpses of their brethren to climb above the shield walls.

Duke continued to rise above the battle with Aurelia dangling from his arm.  It gave him a vantagepoint to assess things.  What he saw was not encouraging.  Of the roughly thirty original Legion formations, three were just gone and the rest were being pushed together by the weight of their enemies.  He saw the exact moment when Aurelia activated her INSPIRATION Ability.  Soldiers that were being pushed back surged forward, toppling piles of ants back onto themselves.  Duke began raining down LIGHTING on the largest piles of swarming ants, killing them by the score with each of his myriad strikes.

Below him, he saw Baslin rising out of an incendiary cloud of death filling the hole that had taken the command formation by surprise.  Even at this distance, Duke could see rage in the Archmage’s eyes as he rose above the fray.  It was at that moment, Duke saw the next wave of attack coming from the forest itself – the trees themselves were marching onto the impromptu battlefield.  Duke felt his own ire rising to dangerous levels.

“I have to get back down there, Duke.  Drop me into the center of the Legion where my Abilities will make the most difference.”  Duke felt his grip on her arm involuntarily tighten, not willing to let his lover go.  “Now, Duke!”  He released her arm, TELEPORTING her to the center of the consolidated formation.

Duke saw that the Mage Cops embedded in the Legion had erected barriers to hold the ants back as the Legion regrouped and prepared for a counter-surge.  Duke could see the difference just having Aurelia amongst their ranks was making and decided to let them handle the ants for now.  He turned his attention to the trees entering the fray.  At first, he hesitated, not sure whether they were an approaching threat or were coming to their aid.  When the first tree slammed its limbs against the Mage’s barrier, he was sure, and he acted.

His voice seething with anger, Duke launched OVERCHANNELED FLAME DARTs down upon the attacking trees.  He fired ten at a time, using his SIMULCASTING Ability and pouring 1,000 Mana into each.  The trees that were struck were instantly engulfed in fire and flailed helplessly as the magical flames ate through their bark. The burning trees screamed in some unearthly manner, but Duke did not watch the results, instead moving onto other trees marching towards the Legion.  He quickly found himself down more than 100,000 Mana after the tenth volley.  He paused only long enough to place his 12 Characteristic points into Psyche knowing even the small boost in his Mana regen would probably be needed.

Fire rained down upon the advancing trees, Spells and swords pushed the ants back, and the tide of battle had turned.  Duke continued activating his Abilities but pushed his DUNGEON SENSE harder to try and find the conductor of this orchestrated attack.  Splitting his attention was not as difficult as he had expected but he had not really tried it since his Reason had risen over 300.

Scanning the area, Duke was finally able to spot the anomaly amongst the fray.  Whereas there were dozens of trees marching from the edge of the forest to attack, there was one that was not moving at all.  Duke focused his senses on that lone tree and, with singular focus and assistance from his enhanced XENOGLOSSIA Ability, was able to see that the tree was not a tree at all. 

*** You have penetrated an Illusion.  Although you see through it for the reality that lies beneath, others will not. ***

The man hiding as a tree somehow seemed to notice Duke’s scrutiny and smiled up at him.  The smile was full of malice and hate.  Duke returned the smile with his own glare of hate.  The man was short and mostly bald with sharply pointed ears.  The figure was very thin and did not fill his green robes at all.  In his left hand, he held a warped and gnarled feathered staff that glowed with emerald power.  His right hand held nothing more than a ball of churning emerald energy.  Energy that he hurled at Duke.

Duke ignored the attack and TELEPORTED next to the man but in the time it took him to attempt to grab him, the presumed druid had stepped into a tree and vanished.  Duke blasted the tree apart with LIGHTNING but there was no sign of the man.  Duke knew that he was alone when the trees stopped advancing, the Spell that drove them apparently ended.  He did not hesitate to join the Legion in driving the remaining giant ants back.

Duke added his Abilities to the fight but he truth of the matter was that the fight was largely over.  The last of the giant ants were retreating back into their holes and fleeing the field.  Spells, arrows, and the odd thrown object followed the ants back down into the holes.  Nearly as fast as the attack had started, it was over.  The healers were working furiously to stabilize the most critically injured and centurions were taking assessment of their centuries.  It was nearly half an hour before the Legion was re-organized and a report was brought to Aurelia.

“General, this was an attack that we were wholly unprepared for.  You have my resignation.”

She looked at her subordinate commander, the one who she had learned had volunteered to take the brunt of her ire.  The man stood at full attention, unyielding and stiff.  She held his gaze for several seconds before responding.  “What are our losses and has anyone scouted the holes?”

“General, the Legion has been decimated.  We have lost nearly three thousand Legionnaires with the bodies of over one thousand missing, presumably fallen into the holes.  The scouts are ill-prepared for pursuit of a strong enemy in a subterranean environment.  I have held them back.”

“I see.  Carry on, commander.  You are not relieved of your duties as I will not be accepting your resignation.  The Legion was prepared for a different battle, against an entirely different type of enemy.  Our failure here rests solely on my shoulders.  Dismissed.”

The commander offered a crisp salute and departed with military precision to continue assisting in the recovery of the Legion.  Duke stepped up to stand before Aurelia.  “We knew that we would be taking losses but none of us had anticipated that we would take such a large hit before we even got close to the city.  That means that they knew we were coming and had set up the ambush for us in advance.  I had never considered we would be attacked by a giant ant colony.  That’s something that Grat might have thought of.  We should ask…where is Grat anyway?”

Several minutes of frantic searching around the area revealed that the druid was gone.  Duke tried to reach Grat using his Jewel of Whispers.  His message was delivered but he received no response from Grat.  It targeted him, so he’s still alive.  That’s something.  So, where are you, Grat? 

“The Jewel of Whispers connects to him, but I am getting no response from him.  He’s either incapacitated or lost his own Jewel.”  Duke relayed.

“Or he’s unwilling to respond.”  Baslin added, having joined Duke and Aurelia.

“What are you saying, Baslin?” Aurelia asked.

“We were attacked by creatures of nature.  Even the trees were animated to attack.  This was the work of a druid.”  He responded evenly.  “Surely, I am not the only one here who has been betrayed by someone once thought of as a friend.”

“That’s a damned cynical view you have there, Baslin.  I get it because I know you were heavily betrayed, and I do agree that this was the work of a fucking powerful druid.  The thing is that it wasn’t Grat.  I saw the druid responsible for this and the bastard buggered away through some tree magic before I could get to him.  But the question is where is our own druid?”

“Dragged into the tunnels.  Remember, the ground collapsed underneath us to start this whole thing off.  You grabbed my arm but both Grat and Baslin fell.”  Aurelia reminded Duke.

“Then I’m going in after him.” Duke responded out of reflex.

“Not alone, you’re not.”  Aurelia responded immediately.

“I agree with the young lady.  You should not venture off into this unknown by yourself.”  Baslin added.

“Baslin, I need you to set up defensive wards for the Legion.  They are going to stay here and regroup.  Our plans have been derailed a bit.  I still mean to take the capitol, but our plans have been delayed.”  Duke’s annoyance was clearly rising.

“I will ward the area.  We will not be caught by surprise again.”  Baslin responded.

“And Aurelia, your place is with the Legion.  They need leadership right now.  You are their leader and I need you to stay here.  Don’t worry.  I will get Grat back and if this druid shows his face down there, I’ll tear his fucking head off.”

She started to argue but upon seeing the looks on the faces of Legionnaires all around them, she begrudgingly realized that Duke was right.  “I still don’t like it.  You be careful.”

Ignoring any further protest, Duke TELEPORTED to the hole that had formed under the command group and entered.

            

    
        Book 2,, Chapter 8 - Fallen Friend

    
    
    
    
                Duke entered the tunnel, FLYING down the twenty meters to the floor of the opening.  He could see where the ants had clawed their way up the walls to get to his people.  He could also see evidence of some fighting in the tunnels.  It seemed that the Legionnaires that had either fallen or been dragged down here hadn’t gone quietly.  He checked on the three bodies he could find but all were dead and beyond his care.  He continued on into the tunnel, his DUNGEON SENSE guiding his way.

The trail from the ants’ passage was easy to follow, even when the tunnel intersected others.  There was a general trend downwards and Duke was able to see that the tunnels he was traversing were clear for as far as his DUNGEON SENSE could tell.  He was glad that he had trained up the Ability and was able to use it comfortably now.  Unironically, it was even easier to use underground as if that was what the Ability was originally designed for.  With a moment’s consideration Duke finally came to the realization that that was the case, cursing his stupidity for not realizing it earlier.

After about ten minutes, Duke had switched to FLIGHT down the tunnels to speed up his travel.  It was becoming clearer and clearer that these tunnels had been formed long before the ambush.  Again, either they have out planned us, or they had such things in place for someone else.

Duke’s frustration swelled as he continued, unconsciously increasing his speed as he flew down the empty tunnels.  Finally, after his frustration began to boil over into pure anger, his DUNGEON SENSE picked up motion ahead of him in the tunnel he was following.  He slowed down to give himself time to assess the situation.

He sensed giant ants ahead, down a side tunnel and slowed his approach to quickly observe them.  They were working furiously at closing off the tunnel as Duke approached.  He snapped a bolt of LIGHTNING into the working ants, scattering them away from the end of the tunnel they were attempting to close off.  In response, they came boiling out of the tunnel en masse.  Duke smiled at finally having something to vent his anger against and attacked.

He flew into the approaching ants, blasting them apart with his tonfa and a strong charge of LIGHTNING surrounding him.  The ants were individually stronger than a normal man with pincers that could easily lop off a limb.  This changed drastically when Duke entered the equation.  His ARMOR SKIN made him significantly harder to hurt and his sheer physical and magical might made it a simple effort to overwhelm any ant he encountered.   The problem was when they came at him in such large quantities.  He was able to smash his way deeply into the swarm choking the tunnel, but the weight of their numbers was starting to slow his progress down.

Duke amplified the LIGHTNING pouring out of his body to 3,000 a second to keep it under his Mana regen rate.  This filled the passage with electric energy, and, at nearly the top of the Practiced tier, flash-fried the giant ants in within their exoskeletons.  It marginally increased his speed of advance as none managed to live long enough to effectively grasp him, but it rapidly filled the passageway with the horrendous smell of burnt and shattered ant bodies.  He reactively fired off CLEANSE whenever the smell got bad enough to make him gag.

He lost track of time as he slowly burned his way through the swarming mass of giant ants.  Just how many of these fuckers are there?  We killed tens of thousands of them above ground.  He pressed on, burning his way through the swarming mass with his LIGHTNING.  Another Ability might have been more effective at the same rank and level, but that was the issue. Duke had used his LIGHTNING so much that it was his highest offensive Ability after TELEPORTATION which was more of a utility that could be used as an attack.

Finally, he burst out of the swarming tunnel into a larger chamber that his DUNGEON SENSE had told him was ahead.  He flew out into the center of the chamber, coming to a hover to give himself a moment to assess the situation.

There were streams of giant ants pouring out of three holes in the chamber.  They traced the outline of the chamber and converged into a larger hole on the opposite side of the chamber.  In the center of the chamber stood the druid Duke had seen earlier.  His dead eyes stared back up at Duke but he was not Duke’s first concern.  Behind the druid was a spider the size of a New Jersey McMansion.  Grasped in the spider’s forward pair of legs was Grat, his neck centered between the spider’s pincer-like chelicerae.  He appeared to be unconscious.

“Don’t even make a gesture or Moonspinner will snip his head clean off.  You don’t want that, now do you?”  The druid gloated, knowing he had Duke by the heartstrings.  His friends were his weakness which he proved by coming back for the gladiators, at least that was what his master had told him.

Duke didn’t make a single gesture, not even a twitch of an eyebrow.  Instead, he TELEPORTED Grat back to the Legion, pouring an extra 100,000 Mana into it to overcome any resistance the spider could have put up.  Grat vanished from the arachnid’s pincers and the enormous spider screamed at Duke.  The druid looked at the spider, looked at Duke, and tried to run behind the spider.

“That’s not going to help you.”  Duke called down to the druid.  Without warning, the spider leapt at Duke, springing from the floor with incredible speed.  Duke’s reaction speed was simply faster than the spider’s.  He TELEPORTED behind the leaping spider to stand in front of the fleeing druid.  The druid skidded to a halt a single meter in front of Duke, his face set in full panic, desperately trying to find a way to escape.

“No trees here for you to step into.” Duke taunted as the both of them were TELEPORTED to the Legion.  Immediately, the druid was subjected to nearly one hundred Hold spells as the Legion’s Mage Corps reacted to the second being appearing in their midst in the past few seconds.

Duke immediately moved to check on Grat who had a trio of healers standing around him.  They were franticly pouring healing Mana into him, but Grat did not seem to be improving.  He was still laid out on the ground motionless.  Duke’s body flushed with adrenaline as concern for his friend peaked.

“Heal him, dammit!  Why isn’t it working?”  Duke shouted ineffectively.

“They’re trying but nothing seems to be working.” Aurelia answered from Duke’s side.  He nearly jumped, startled as he had not heard her coming, his focus being solely on his fallen friend.

A cackling laugh came from nearby.  Both Duke and Aurelia snapped around to see the druid being restrained by some sort of glowing field that Baslin was pouring Mana into.  Noting that he had everyone’s attention, the druid began speaking.  “He has the queen’s venom in his veins.  You will not ever revive him without the antidote.  The venom was meant for you, golden girl, but you were too hard a target to get to.  Gratukelsten, on the other hand, let me walk right up to him.  Trusting fool.”

Duke focused his IDENTIFY on the druid, quickly getting an assessment of who he was dealing with.

*** You have encountered Farthell Masolivich, High Druid of the Council.

Level: ???

Health: ???

Mana ???

***

“Farthell Masolivich.  Why do I know that name?”  Duke asked, his mind churning through memories until it landed on one in particular.  “You were Grat’s mentor.  He trusted you and you used that trust to do this to him.  You surely must be one of Chopie’s minions.”

“Oh, you should not speak of the great King Chopie, may he reign forever, in such a manner.  If you come before him and prostrate yourself and beg for his mercy, he may even allow you to serve him.”  Farthell responded, his voice full of reverence towards the king.

“Seriously?  You worship that asshole?”  Duke replied incredulously.

Farthell strained against the field Baslin was holding him in and Baslin grunted with the additional strain before he reinforced the field with an additional gesture.  “You do not know the glory of the Everliving King!  He has brought unity to the land, a new day and a new dawn of prosperity!”

“We can’t be talking about the same guy.  The asshole that imprisoned his father’s best advisor to keep his sister from ‘winning’.  The asshole who is allowing undead to take over his kingdom?  The asshole who sold his soul for undeath.  That is the Chopie I know.”  Duke responded heatedly.

“You don’t know him at all.  He elevates us all, gives us power that we would never have on our own.  He is the true ruler of this land!”  The more Farthell ranted about Chopie, the more deranged he sounded.

“His mind has been warped.  To do so to such an individual is frightening.”  Baslin added.

“Can his mind be healed?”  Aurelia asked.

“It would take a healer of enormous capability.”  Baslin responded.  “The Legion’s healers can handle battlefield wounds and the like but something like this is well beyond even the best we have.”

“So, unless we can find a healer at least at the Master level, this guy is fucked?”  Duke asked.

“That is essentially the case.” Baslin responded, ignoring the continual rants of the druid.  “If you bring us back to the Inn, I have a facility in my lab where he can be contained safely until we find a solution.”

“What about Grat?”  Aurelia asked.

“Sleep forever!” The druid ranted, his eyes dead eyes flashing into a glowing a bright green.

“OK, one last chance, asswipe.  What queen’s venom are we talking about here?”  Duke pushed the entirety of his Psyche into the question, hoping for a direct answer.

The crazed druid raised an empty vial, waving it from his fingers.  “Queen Pahst, of course.  Once she took the transformation to become the Endless Spider Queen, everything became so much clearer.”

Duke ignored the druid after that as he wandered off into ranting about the web of truth and ageless arachnids.  He looked over to the healers that still poured their healing magic into Grat on a rotating basis.  One stepped away, exhausted as yet another rotated in.  Duke pulled the healer aside for a moment.

“Is the healing having any effect?”  Duke asked, concern radiating from his voice.

“No, Your Grace.  His condition remains unchanged despite our best efforts.  Whatever venom runs through his veins is well beyond us.”  The exhaustion and desperation in the man’s voice stirred something in Duke’s heart and an idea in his mind.

“Who is the best healer amongst you all?”  Duke asked while carefully gauging the man’s unconscious response.

“That would be Eihlen.  She is the best of all the healers but she could do no more for Grat than any of us.”  He sullenly responded.

“Thank you.  Go rest.”  Duke smiled at the healer, knowing the dedication the man was showing and giving equal respect.  He then walked over to the woman who had looked up as her name was mentioned.  “Eihlen, I presume.”  Duke asked as she turned at his approach.

“Yes, Your Grace.”  The short dark-haired young woman turned to meet his gaze with blue eyes full of compassion.

“I am told that you are the best healer in the Legion.”  Duke started.

“I…I am a good healer, but not the best.”  She responded.

“Who is the better healer then?”  Duke asked curiously.

“Well, Shandra, or perhaps Olean.”  She replied.  Duke did not miss the headshakes from the individuals Eihlen pointed out.

“They seem to disagree.”  He responded.  “No need to be so humble.  Be proud of your abilities and what you can do with them.  It doesn’t serve anyone to downplay what you can do.”

“But I was not able to help Grat.  I’ve failed.”  She answered sullenly.

Duke shook his head with a wistful smile.  “No one can help him just yet.  What ranks are your healing Abilities?”

She paused, checking her own stats.  “My general HEALING Ability is at the Practiced rank and my CURING Ability is still Initiate, but close to advancing.”  She cast her gaze downward, feeling insufficient.

“That’s truly impressive.  Having only been a healer for such a short time, those ranks are phenomenal.  You must have a strong natural affinity for healing and your work ethic has to be through the roof.”  Duke praised.

She raised her eyes at the unexpected praise.  The Duke was not known as one to accept failure gracefully.  She was surprised to see the admiration in his eyes and began to second-guess her perception of the man.  “I do whatever I can, Your Grace.  Healing is my passion and removing the suffering of others brings me joy.”

His smile grew and he gestured.  “Come with me please.”  She followed him over to Aurelia who was speaking with her command cadre.  “Aurelia, may we borrow you for a bit?”

“Of course.  Excuse me.  Please continue with planning.”  She broke off from her cadre and joined Duke and Eihlen aside.  “What is on your mind?”

“Too much but I have an idea and a few questions to see if it might work.”  Duke responded.  After receiving a “go ahead” nod from Aurelia, he continued.  “What is the range of your INSPIRATION and ALL FOR ONE Abilities?”

“Right now, a bit over two kilometers.  Why do you ask?”

“That should work.  The three of us are going to hunt some ants and Eihlen is going to get a massive level boost if this works like I expect.”

Eihlen immediately protested.  “Your Grace, I am not much of a fighter.  I will be of little use to you fighting these horrific insects.”

“I do not want or expect you to fight them.  What I do expect is for you to use your HEALING and CURING Abilities so that you get credit for participating in the fight and using Aurelia’s Abilities, you will leech enough experience to level up quickly.  We are going to see if we can push you up high enough to unlock an Ability that could help Grat or level up your current Abilities to the point they make a difference.”

Both women gaped at him.  Aurelia spoke first.  “You’re going to place her in that level of danger in the hopes it will advance her?  That’s more than a bit heavy handed and extreme.”

Eihlen responded, steel in her voice.  “I’ll do it.”  Aurelia’s head snapped around in shock.  Eihlen continued.  “General, this is a need for the Legion.  We have already encountered things we had not anticipated nor trained for.  I am,” She paused, giving Duke the slightest nod, “the best healer in the Legion yet my Abilities are not up to the task at hand.  This is likely the fastest way to advance my level and Abilities.  Depending on how it goes, I might even be able to hit Tier three and get my next Ability or even possibly a Class evolution.  It is worth the risk.”

Aurelia listened intently, shook her head, and smiled.  “Your bravery and dedication are a credit to you and to the Legion.  Give me a few minutes to organize my leadership and we can be off then.”

Duke smiled and shouted out.  “Baslin, I’m going to take you and Grat back to the Inn.  Elaine can care for her husband while you put the deranged druid on ice.”

Baslin smiled and spoke quietly to himself. “Idioms.”  He continued more loudly.  “Very well, Duke.  I am ready to depart whenever you are.”

The three of them disappeared to reappear back at the Inn.
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                “That Ability of yours is far more than just convenient.  What is the range on it at this point?  Has it increased?”  Baslin asked.

Duke chuckled, after checking his Ability sheet.  Still, just a bit over four hundred kilometers.  I can’t wait to see what it jumps to when I get it up to a Master level.”

“Four hundred kilometers.  You could move across the entire continent in a matter of seconds with that.”  Baslin marveled, shaking his head.  “And all without painstakingly constructed gates that take nearly a decade to perfect.”

“Maybe if I knew where I was going, I could.  That seems to be one major limitation – if I can’t see or don’t know where I am going, it doesn’t really work.”

“Not a bad limitation.  We just need to get you a bit more worldly.”  Baslin commented.

“That’s a future plan.  We have enough on our plate already.  Are you sure you can keep that madman contained?”

Baslin’s smile unsettled Duke.  “Oh, I’m quite sure.  Don’t worry about it at all.”

Duke picked up Grat and set out to find Elaine, not wanting to continue that conversation.  It did not take long to locate her – she was inside the Inn chatting with Calen.  She shot to her feet upon seeing Duke carrying Grat and rushed over in a panic.  “Grat!  Not again!”

Duke laid Grat down on a table as Elaine rushed up to them, her magic welling outwards to examine her husband.  “He has been poisoned!” She announced and immediately set to curing the poison.  She strained her will and her magic for several long minutes before she collapsed.  Duke caught her before she hit the floor realizing that this was a terrible idea, praying that the baby wasn’t harmed by Elaine’s strain and exhaustion.  He immediately began to TRANSFER MANA back into the druid, restoring her Mana reserves.

Her eyes opened in full panic.  “I can’t help him.”  She said despairingly as tears flooded her eyes.  “Oh, my precious Grat, what have you gone and done this time?”

Duke helped Elaine into a seat next to her husband.  “Can you keep him stable until we can get the cure?”

Elaine lifted her eyes from her husband, his hand grasped desperately in her own.  “There is a cure?”

“We think so.  Long story short, Queen Pahst has been transformed into some sort of queen spider and it is her venom that is affecting Grat.  If we can get even a sample of the venom, we can probably make an antitoxin.  We are also pursuing other means.”  Duke spoke softly, trying to comfort Elaine.

“Yes, bring me the venom.  I should be able to make an antidote for it.”  Hope rose in Elaine’s eyes.

“There’s one more thing you need to know.” Duke paused to make sure he had her attention.  “Farthell is the one who poisoned Grat.”

She gasped, her hand snapping up to cover her mouth.  “Then the Council is no more.  Dark times come for this land.  Druids who have turned from the mother are a terrible plague on the land.  I will keep my love safe.  Find us a cure and we are going to have to purge the very Council from this land.”  Her voice grew stronger as she spoke, conviction cementing her will with a flare of PURPOSE.

Duke left her and Grat, TELEPORTING back to the Legion.  They had dug in and were preparing for an extended stay.  Tents had been arranged in neat rows behind earthen and wooden fortifications.  It struck Duke that the fortifications looked a lot more permanent than he had expected and the forest had been cleared back three hundred meters all around.  Aurelia and Eihlen met up with him as he made his way towards the command section.

“Is Elaine able to keep Grat stable?”  Aurelia’s question greeted Duke.

“It seems so.  I left him in her care.  The poor guy just keeps getting taken down.  I don’t know if it’s bad luck or he is just not meant for the field.  Either way, I am not sure I can keep bringing him along.”  Duke lamented.

Aurelia gave him a gentle hug and reassured him, looking up into his eyes.  “This is not your fault for having him join us.  You heard the druid yourself.  The venom was meant for me.  At my tier, it may well have killed me, and then where would that have left you?”

“Probably charging forward blindly and destroying anything and everything that got in my way of getting to Chopie.”  Duke answered honestly.

“On that, we both agree.  I hate to say it this way as it sounds remarkably self-serving, but this result is better.  We will find an antivenom or find a way to make one.  We might even get lucky with Eihlen’s levels and maybe even tier.”  Aurelia squeezed a bit tighter as she spoke.

“On that note, we should get going.  I do not want our prey to get out of the range of your Abilities.  I was about a kilometer away when I came upon the chamber.  Hopefully, there is still something to fight there.”  Duke pulled out a gem and handed it to Eihlen.  “This is the Gem of Radiance.  When we TELEPORT in, push some Mana into the Gem and it will shine brightly.  I don’t need light to see down there, but I expect you both will.”

“Thank you, Your Grace.  I will do as you instruct.”  Eihlen responded.

“OK, all that ‘your grace’ crap is fine around the rest of the Legion, but when we are down there in the thick of it, call me Duke.  One syllable is much faster, and formality is idiotic in combat.”  Duke spoke clearly and intently at Eihlen who nodded in response, tightlipped.  “OK, then, here we go.”  The three of them TELEPORTED to the underground chamber.

Eihlen immediately infused Mana into the Gem and it flashed into a bright light that hovered over her head.  She saw the large chamber filled, not with giant ants like she had been psyching herself up to handle but with giant spiders.  She screamed as thousands of spiders of all sizes launched themselves at the trio.

Aurelia’s sword burst into flame, preparing to cut as many spiders to burning pieces as she could.  Duke’s response was more energetic.  The trio were immediately surrounded by a globe of crackling LIGHTNING interlaced with FLAME. 

Duke shouted into the surrounding area.  “You think you can fucking ambush me again?  No fucking way.  Burn!  All of you, burn!”  With a flash of an additional 300,000 Mana, the sphere blasted outwards, expanding to cover the entire cavern save for the area the three of them stood within.  Air rushed in after the explosion so violently that it nearly swept the trio off their feet.

The Gem still shone brightly as the wind cleared the smoke from the chamber revealing smashed and scorched bodies of tens of thousands of arachnids of various shapes and sizes.  Most were no larger than a person’s head, but some were as large as a car.  In many places, the spiders’ exoskeletons had been melted and fused together.  Nothing moved save the three of them.

“Well, that was not what I was planning.”  Duke remarked.  “Did you get any experience for that, Eihlen?”

She shook herself out of shock and pulled up her notifications.  “It shows that the party killed 5,013 arachnids of various levels and tiers.  I got more than three million experience and I’m now up to level 80!  I didn’t hit tier three, but I jumped nearly 70 levels from that one fight.  Not that I can call it a fight.  That was horrifying.”

“I hate spiders.  I question the sanity of anyone who doesn’t.”  Duke replied.  He turned to Aurelia with the obvious question in his glance.

“I gained four levels from that so yes, it was fruitful.  Maybe you will have gained a level as well.”  She smiled at Duke, ignoring the steaming corpses all around them.

“We’ll see later.  I’m sure there are more things to hunt in these tunnels than what we have found so far.  Are we still in range of your Legion Abilities?”  Duke asked.

“Yes, and they even increased from that.  My range is increasing.  I’m glad I had focused the Abilities before we even came down here.  That would have been a terrible loss of opportunity.”  Aurelia agreed.

Duke smiled at the pair.  “Please take a moment to allocate your stats and such.  I want to regen a bit of Mana before we move on.  I blew more than half of my Mana pool on that attack.”

“That was unlike anything I have ever seen…Duke.”  Eihlen paused, keeping herself from using the honorific and then continued.  “Is there anything that could stand against that kind of power?”

“I’m sure there are plenty of things that could.  I haven’t had to fight much that was above Tier five as far as I have been able to figure.  There’s no telling what Tier Chopie and his lieutenants are.  They could be Tier ten for all I know, and my Abilities will be easily countered.”

Eihlen suddenly looked concerned, but Duke spoke again.  “Don’t worry.  Even if they are that high a Tier, I have a lot more on my side than simply raw power.  I’ve got that in spades, but I have more tricks up my sleeve than that.”

“Quite a wonderous coat it must be to contain such marvels up its sleeves.”  Eihlen responded.  Aurelia burst out laughing, followed shortly by Duke.  Eihlen just looked baffled as she asked, “What did I say that was so funny?”

Regaining control of his laughter, Duke placed a hand on her shoulder.  “Just another idiom and your reaction was the perfect tension-breaker.  Thank you for that.”

“I still don’t understand.”  She replied, concern and confusion dominating her countenance.

“Don’t worry about it.  Just trust that you didn’t say anything wrong, but it was gloriously funny to the two of us.”  Aurelia added between continuing chuckles.

The trio waited for Duke to regen his Mana before he TELEPORTED the corpses away to clear a path to the tunnel he saw the giant ants pouring down.  They set out to follow the path with mixed spirits.  Duke and Aurelia were smiling while Eihlen was growing more and more trepidatious as they walked further into the tunnels.

They travelled through three connecting tunnels and chambers before they came upon any activity again.  As they entered the next chamber, they were greeted by several ordered ranks of giant warrior ants.  This was very different from what Duke had seen in the tunnels before and was strange enough to make him pause in the entrance to the chamber.

“They seem a bit more organized than before. Weird.”  Aurelia remarked.

“Very much so.” Eihlen added.

Before they could discuss any further, the ants acted.  Instead of attacking, they lowered their front legs and placed their heads on the surface of the chamber.  The trio exchanged confused looks.

“Well, that’s even weirder.” Duke added.

Before either of the two others could respond, a voice entered their minds.  “Please do not attack.  The one who was controlling us is no longer here and we mean you and yours no harm.”

“Weirdest.” Aurelia added.

The voice started again as the warrior ants shuffled sideways, opening a path through their ranks.  “Since you have not attacked, I am hopeful that we can live in peace.  You are invited to my chamber so that we may speak directly.”

Duke spoke up.  “This is not what we expected in the least. What guarantee do we have that you will not attack us once we are in the heart of your nest?”

There was no response and after several seconds of exchanged glances the voice began again.  “I sincerely hope you are not trying to speak with me at the moment.  I can only project.  I cannot read your own thoughts or hear your words as I am too far away to hear them.  Please follow the path opened for you and we will talk.  On my honor as Queen of this Nest, I grant you safe passage in and out of the Nest.  As long as you do not attack, you will not be harmed.”

“Well, that answers that.  What do we do, Duke?”  Aurelia asked.

He shrugged and smiled.  “I guess we go meet the Queen Ant.  Worst case, if they attack, we can destroy them, or I can get us out if the need arises there as well.”  With that, the three travelled further into the tunnels following the open path made for them.

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 10 - Of Queens and Deals

    
    
    
    
                The tunnels continued with their ant-lined corridors for some time.  By Duke’s guess they had traveled at least another two kilometers.  “Aurelia, are we still in range of the Legion?”

“No, we’ve passed out of range for my Abilities, so we are more than two kilometers away.” She related.  “Are you sure about this?  We are absolutely surrounded by these giant ants and not by a small number.  There are thousands, perhaps tens of thousands, of them just behind us.”

“We will be fine.  No need to worry.”  Duke responded, doing his best to project confidence despite the increasing oppressive feeling as the ants closed ranks behind them.

The tunnels became more stone-like the further they traveled.  They had the appearance of chiseled stone rather than the packed earth that the previous tunnels had been.  Duke began to wonder if these tunnels were here before the ants as part of some natural formation or if there was some sort of giant ant that could work stone.  The second possibility made him more concerned as that implied either some serious elemental Abilities or mandibles strong enough to work stone.  Either way, it was a concern.

Finally, the trio arrived in the largest chamber so far.  Duke had sensed it coming for a while as he was getting more and more used to how the world looked in his DUNGEON SENSE.  Even now, he still couldn’t use it at its full potential range that had grown to over six kilometers.  The Ability may have been at the Adept rank but his own mastery over it was far lower – it was still to alien to his mind.  With all the ants choking the passageways, Duke was happy that he had been able to get his range out to five hundred meters and maintain the clarity of sense that he wanted.  The Ability wasn’t designed for the human brain, and he knew it would take a long time to adapt to it.  Despite all that, he was proud of the progress he had made so far.

This new chamber stretched beyond Duke’s current DUNGEON SENSE.  He pushed his personal limit with extra focus on the Ability to be able to see across the full kilometer span of what he now knew to be the queen’s chamber.  The queen waited for the group in the center of the chamber surrounded by the largest ants Duke had seen yet.  Her royal guard stood ten meters at the shoulder and exuded a palpable menace even at this distance.  Aurelia and Eihlen tensed up at the feeling.

“Can you feel that?”  Aurelia asked.

“Yes, it’s super-creepy.”  Eihlen responded.

“It’s the presence of the queen’s royal guard.  They are still about two hundred meters away, but they exude an imposing presence.  I expect the queen to have an even greater aura, but I believe she is suppressing it for us.  I have no idea what is going to happen when we get to her so be ready to defend yourselves.  I am hoping that this will be a friendly meeting and I don’t have to destroy the queen and the whole nest.”

“Do you really think you could?”  Eihlen asked with trepidation filling her voice.

“Yes.” Duke responded with cold confidence and finality.

The corridor of ants led them straight to the queen and her royal guard.  As they approached, they became confused.  The queen stood as tall as Aurelia, in a nearly human form.  She was still clearly not human as her skin was chiton and her eyes were overlarge with myriad black facets.  But beyond those features, she could be mistaken for a bald, naked human woman in the right light.  As they approached, she spoke.

“Greetings and welcome to the Supreme Nest.  I am Mandibra, Queen of the Nest and I welcome you.  And no, this is not my natural form but one that is best for interacting with you.”  Her voice had an odd buzzing sound to it that triggered Duke’s XENOGLOSSIA.  He realized that she spoke in a multi-tonal language that carried commands to her guards. In addition to what he and his companions heard.  He relaxed when the translation of her words processed.  “Stand down, oh my beloved guardians.  I shall treat with these humans so that the Nest shall be preserved, and the evil one will never enslave us again.  I have read this human’s Life Scent and I am sure that he will deal with us fairly if not provoked further.”

The immense royal guard ants stepped back away from the group and the Queen continued.  “My apologies for not having furniture for you to sit upon.  It is not a custom to sit on furniture in the Nest as it seems to be in your own homes.”

“Do you mind if I produce some furniture for us all?”  Duke asked.

“Oh, by all means.  Please do so but I would ask you to introduce yourselves first.  I would know with whom I speak.”  The Queen responded.

“Thank you, Your Majesty.”  Duke responded.  “I am Duke, this is Aurelia, and finally Eihlen.  We are well pleased to meet with you and perhaps find a path towards mutual understanding instead of conflict.”  There, that’s the most fucking diplomatic thing I have ever said in my life.  Hope it works because they would be a better ally than enemy and it took a lot of effort to put that word salad together.

Duke proceeded to pull four overstuffed chairs from his INVENTORY and arranged them in a circle.  He smiled at the curious look he received from Mandibra at seeing the chairs appear.  The three waited until the Queen sat before sitting themselves.

Duke started the conversation which would have been a terrible breach of protocol in a humanoid kingdom but his Abilities had showed him that he held the advantage here – they feared him.  “Your Majesty, we came here in response to an unprovoked attack.  If you wish to cease hostilities, I would have your explanation.  You well know that I, even by myself, have the power to destroy your nest.  You do not know what my companions are capable of.”

He read the body language of the Ant Queen, his XENOGLOSSIA firing with his intent.  She was nervous and unsure of herself.  This became even more clear when she responded.  “The explanation is simple but terrible.  I and my nest are residents of the underworld and do not have experience in dealing with denizens of the surface world.  There have been some significant stirrings among the residents of the underworld in recent years and I have been sending my scout workers to dig paths away from the increasing trouble spots.  They eventually broke through to the surface world.  There they encountered the Deceiver.”

Duke raised an eyebrow in interest at the name and nodded for her to continue.  His emotions were mixed in dealing with her.  Her soldiers had attacked the Legion, dragging as many as three thousand Legionnaires to their deaths.  But he also knew that it was likely not their own choice.  His anger seethed below the surface, and he was doing his best to restrain himself.

She continued.  “This surface dweller, this man, spoke our very own language of scents and vibration.  Because of this, he was brought to speak with me.  At first, he spoke of harmony and growth and even blessed some of my eggs, making them stronger than ever before.  It was a beneficial relationship as he only helped us.  Then things changed.  He cast a spell of some sort on me, and I felt my mind retreat to be replaced only by his instruction.  He took me over and by doing so, took over the entire Nest.  The latest thing he made us do was attack your walking Nest.”

Her story fit rather well against Duke’s suspicions, and he read honesty and sorrow in her body language.  Even her scent spoke to the truth of her words.  He decided to let the matter drop.  “Your Majesty, the tale you have told us about the Deceiver would not sound genuine to many people and would be treated as a flimsy attempt at excusing one’s actions.  But I see the truth of your words and know this attack was neither your intention nor your will.  I also know this because this Deceiver of yours is now my prisoner.  He will answer for his crimes.”

She did not immediately respond but her body language spoke volumes.  She was shocked and relieved at this turn of events, even elated at the Deceiver being captured.  “This is news of the greatest caliber.  You have my thanks for removing this evil from my Nest.  There is one more matter that must be brought to light before we speak any further.”  She then issued a command in her language of scent and vibration.  “Bring them out safely and gently.  They are being released.”

A great stirring of motion from a far corner of the chamber was heard and when Duke focused his DUNGEON SENSE on the area, he saw something that he could barely believe.  More than a thousand Legionnaires were being escorted into the chamber.  They were unarmed, but still wore their armor.  Before he could say anything, the Queen continued.

“They were being held as hostages against any aggression on your part.  It is not how I wished to conduct our interaction but my first and foremost loyalty is to the Nest, and I will do whatever is necessary to protect it.  As you have been so reasonable with us, we release them back to you.  We will find other food for my children.”

The trio gaped, truly taken by surprise at this turn of events.  Not only were there more than a thousand Legionnaires that had been taken by the ants, they were being kept alive to be food for the ant larvae.  Duke took the lead in response.  His XENOGLOSSIA had kicked in and he knew how much Mandibra was waiting on his reaction and response.  And respond he did.  “Thank you for returning our Legionnaires.  That saves me the trouble of retrieving them myself.”

Duke gestured and, after pouring nearly his entire Mana pool into his Ability, TELEPORTED the Legionnaires back to the Legion.  It was the Queen’s turn to gape.  Duke smiled inwardly as she stumbled over her response.  “How…how…what just happened?”

Duke allowed his smile to turn outward.  “A mere touch of my power.  I sent my people back home.  Was that truly all of them or do I need to look beyond the walls of this chamber?”  Duke was feeling pumped after that display of power and decided to push it a bit further despite needing time to regen his Mana.  He had reserved a bit over 30,000 which was easily enough to get his party out if needed.  He was getting his Mana back at a rate of almost 4,000 a second, so he wasn’t particularly concerned.

Mandibra took a moment to compose herself, realizing how much her reaction had given away.  “I assure you, that is all of your people that I was holding.  With the Deceiver gone, I wish nothing more than friendly relations with you and yours.”  She was not able to hide her emotions from Duke – she was absolutely terrified of him now.

“I am inclined to move in that direction.  But the fact remains that you did attack my people and kidnapped a number of them.  We need to address this before we can move on to any talks of freindship.”  Duke replied, applying all the political pressure he could think of.  This was, after all, not his strong point.  Point me at a target and I’ll obliterate it.  Put me in a contest of political wits and I’m a fucking bull in a China shop.

“Your point is well made.  You suffered losses because of this unfortunate attack, as did the Nest, but we were the unwitting aggressor here.  I will offer you thirty thousand of my warriors to assist you when you reach your foe.  Is that sufficient to replace your losses?”

“A generous offer.  Make it fifty thousand and we can call this matter resolved.”  Duke responded.

“Agreed.”  Mandibra responded quickly.  Duke realized immediately that he could have upped the number significantly but still it was a lot more than he had expected.

“Now, let’s move on to other matters, such as an alliance between my people and your Nest.”  Duke responded.  After several hours of negotiations, an agreement was reached for mutual defense and trade.  Duke was more than happy to take his leave of the Nest and return to the Legion with his companions.  I need some fucking ambassadors.  There is no way that me doing all this shit buy myself is a good idea.

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 11 - Flying is not Just for the Birds

    
    
    
    
                When they arrived, they discovered that night had fallen, and the Legion was largely bedded down for the night.  Duke and Aurelia were both disappointed that they were not there for the return of the Legionnaires, but the celebratory spirit still moved through camp.  Duke let the atmosphere grow on them for a while before returning to the Inn with Aurelia and Eihlen for the night.

Elaine immediately took Eihlen under her wing and began discussing everything she knew about healing from the natural world and the pair wandered off together to tend to Grat and keep him stable.  Duke and Aurelia went off to their room and called it a night.

Morning found Aurelia waking Duke up for a continuation of their nocturnal activities.  He had no complaints about that at all.  He actively suppressed his notifications until they were done, and they were getting dressed.  Once again ecstatic about his CLEANSE and RESTORE Abilities.  He delved into his notifications.

*** Ants, ants, ants, everywhere!  That was exciting!  You have suffered your first losses as a military commander in this world.  How did that feel?  Not too great, eh?  Do better.  Be more prepared and use the Abilities you have been granted.  You should have been able to sense the ants below you long before they attacked.  Do not allow yourself to be caught so flatfooted again.  The next time might cost you more than some unnamed Legionnaires.

That said, you acquitted yourself well once you engaged the enemy.  Being able to capture an enemy leader without beating them to near death is quite the accomplishment for one whose primary modus operandi consists of hit something until it dies or gives up.  You also managed your first true diplomatic challenge and even somehow came out on top.

You have learned a new Skill: Diplomacy.  You gain this Skill at Novice 7.  Expect to need this Skill more and more as your political power grows.

You have slain a significant number of giant ant soldiers and workers as well as the spiders.  More than thirteen thousand in total.  This has earned you 448,533 experience.  Additionally, you won your first diplomatic contest in which you liberated 1,216 lost Legionnaires, gained an alliance, trade, and 50,000 mercenary giant ant soldiers for use in your campaign.  This is a feat far beyond what was expected of you.  You receive an additional 371,600 experience.  You are now level 103 and have 96 Characteristic points to spend. 

Your Skills and Abilities have increased as well.

TELEPORTATION has increased to Adept 75

LIGHTNING has increased to Practiced 63

OVERCHANNEL has increased to Adept 5

MENTAL FORTITUDE has increased to Practiced 17

FLAME DART has increased to Initiate 14

SIMULCASTING has increased to Initiate 35

CLEANSE has increased to Initiate 28

RESTORE has increased to Master 38

IDENTIFY has increased to Initiate 19

INVENTORY has increased to Initiate 41

ARMOR SKIN has increased to Practiced 77

FLIGHT has increased to Practiced 5

MANA TRANSFER has increased to Novice 15

DUNGEON SENSE has increased to Adept 48

Aerial Maneuvering has increased to Initiate 22

Your progress is pleasing, and you have finally begun to effectively utilize those around you.  Use all the tools you have gathered to you.  The day will come when you will truly need to know how to use them.

***

Duke was glad that the messages continued to be of a more friendly nature, hoping that would continue.  He immediately spent his Characteristic points, placing 46 in Psyche and 50 in Endurance, boosting his Mana and Health.

Breakfast saw Eihlen and Elaine joining Duke, Aurelia, and Baslin.  From the worried look in Elaine’s eyes, Duke knew that no progress had been made in curing Grat.  Baslin, on the other hand, seemed excited.  Duke inquired.

 “Oh, my experiments are starting to show results.  Nothing worth reporting just yet, but it’s exciting from a pure research standpoint.  After being trapped in my own tower for so long, I’m having too much fun putting all my theoretical musings into practical trials and tests.  I was wrong on so many things, but the things I was right on are beyond exciting.”  Baslin trailed off into magical theory that no one else really understood.  Eventually, they moved on to other topics.

"So, we break camp today and re-commence our march on the capitol. It will still be three or four days before we break out of the forest to the main road.  When we do, it will likely signal the time they will surely know we are coming.”  Aurelia started.

Duke interrupted.  “Can our scouts find and eliminate theirs?”

"Possibly, but I would not rely on that happening.  Despite his depravity, Chopie has proven himself a savvy enemy.  I don’t know if it’s possible to create undead insects, but if it is, I would bet on him using them as scouts and spies.  There is no way for us to combat that approach that I know of.  Baslin, do you have anything?”  Aurelia asked.

Basin slid smoothly into what Duke had begun to call “Instructor Mode” and explained.  “Undead insects?  Not likely on an individual basis.  They are too small to hold the energy required to maintain an undead.  It might be possible to imbue a swarm as a whole unit but that would be difficult to maintain, especially if they separate by any distance.  So, I do not think insects would work.  But, squirrels, rabbits, mice, birds?  All of these are possible.  It would take a grand obscuring spell to hide the Legion and even then, it would only work if they were stationary.”

“So, it is likely that they know we are coming and have a fair gauge on our strength.  They must also know that we have Farthell in custody.  They might think him dead since they can’t reach him inside the dungeon.”  Duke surmised.  “How does that change our plans?”

Aurelia took over.  “We have only cursory information about their defenses, primarily from before they started setting up any additional fortifications recently.  That is a disadvantage.  We do have the Legion, however, and their Abilities are well-suited to sieging a city and breaching its defenses.  The FORMATION Ability can weaken the city’s defenses all by itself.  When the Mage Corps fully engage their collective Spells, it can have a devastating effect.  Duke can place squads of troops behind their walls to cause trouble within.  Baslin will be responsible for countering any large-scale works of magic brought to bear against us.  We also have the ability to deploy siege engines of our own and pound away at their fixed defenses.”

She paused while the others digested what she had said.  “That all is geared toward a largely living humanoid population.  We can expect a strong undead presence.  Some, if not the majority of the city’s citizenry may have been converted and we will have to deal with them.  The Freeze Undead Spells that the Mage Corps have been actively practicing will serve us well in that case.” 

She paused again.  Upon seeing nods of agreement and understanding, she continued.  “Once we break out of the woods, our spies will be observing the city to get us an idea of what we are facing.  We want to limit civilian casualties so massively destructive attacks are probably off the table, at least initially.  The bottom line is this:  We do not yet know what we are walking into, but we are prepared for a number of contingencies.”

“Well, whatever the case, we should get back to the Legion.  Someone’s liable to get bitter at us not being there every night.”  Aurelia said.

“Yes, but if they don’t have something to bitch about, they’ll find something to bitch about.  It’s the way of any military in the universe.  A bitching soldier is a happy soldier.”  Duke replied.

“You know that makes absolutely no sense, right?”  Baslin asked.

“Just trust me.  They need something small to bitch about.”  Duke responded.  He then TELEPORTED them all back to the Legion, effectively ending the conversation.

The Legion was nearly ready to depart when the group arrived.  Aurelia was immediately swept away by her command cadre to discuss status and plans for the march ahead.  Eihlen returned to her assigned century with the understanding that she would join Aurelia if the right opportunity presented itself.  Baslin wandered off mumbling something about samples.  For the first time in a while, Duke was relatively alone.  Sure, he was surrounded by thousands of people, but he was still by himself.  He also realized that he had nothing specific he needed to accomplish at the moment.

Smiling, Duke launched himself high into the air, pushing the limits of his FLIGHT Ability.  He reveled in the speed, the sensation of the wind pulling at his hair, his clothes, his skin.  He flew, twisting and turning, pulling maneuvers that would have snapped the wings off his plane or would have exceeded his ability to stay conscious.  Finding that G-forces did not seem to affect him in any significant way was his favorite discovery. 

As he flew, he did not keep track of what direction he was going or how far he travelled.  He knew he could TELEPORT back to the Legion at any time, so he just took the time to push the limits of his FLIGHT Ability and simply enjoy himself.  The sensation energized him.  Hours later, he received a whispered inquiry form Aurelia, “Are you OK, Duke?”

He responded smiling, “I’m fine.  Just pushing some Abilities.  Am I needed back with the Legion? Over.”

“Over what? No, never mind. It must be another idiom of yours.  We are marching without incident and Baslin’s new mobile wards seem to be working.”  She whispered back.

“Great.  I’ll keep at it then.  See you later but call me if you need me.  Duke out.”

Duke had yet to try and OVERCHANNEL his FLIGHT Ability but decided that this was the time to try it out.  He poured extra Mana into the Ability and felt its multiplicative effect instantly.  Clouds flashed by underneath himself at a speed he could not gauge.  He pushed it faster and faster until things started to blur around him and he eventually pulled up to a stop.

Duke hovered very high above the ground, looking down at what appeared to be well-ordered farm fields as it was a patchwork of nearly perfect tiny squares and rectangles.  He descended to get a closer look, discovering that his first guess was right in nature, but not in scope.  He realized this as he descended several kilometers before he could start to discern any real features in the fields.

As he got within five kilometers of the ground, he was able to make out some more details.  The fields themselves were vast, the smallest one at least fifteen kilometers across.  All were cultivated with some form of crops or another.  Having absolutely no farming background, Duke couldn’t identify them by much of anything more than height and color.

What he was able to discern was that the people tending the fields were definitely not human.  They were humanoid for sure, but most were heavily furred and appeared to have canine snouts or other animalistic features.  “Beastkin.”  Duke whispered to himself as the realization struck him.  He descended closer and knew he was spotted by the myriad sets of eyes pointed in his direction and the flurry of activity now happening below.

Duke put on his best friendly face and finished descending into an open square between fields, landing gently on his feet.  “Greetings, I am Duke, and I am a visitor here from afar.”  He was greeted with all manner of looks which his XENOGLOSSIA translated from curious to frightened to aggressively angry.  Oh, Duke, what have you gotten yourself into this time?

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 12 - Of Mice and Men...and Wolves

    
    
    
    
                “You speak the tongue of the people?”  A particularly small beastkin responded to Duke.  This beastkin appeared to be a humanoid mouse, standing only as tall as Duke’s waist.  It had human-like grey eyes set in a face that struck Duke as an odd mix of human and mouse.  It seemed more human than the others surrounding it and they all seemed deferential to the diminutive beastkin.

Duke’s reply was even-toned and careful.  He could sense a significant amount of tension and did not want to spark an incident.  “I speak whatever language is most comfortable for the listener to hear.”

“He speaks in the tongue of the wolf!”  Once voice rose up over the crowd.

“No, he speaks the words of the owl!.”  Another exclaimed.

“I hear him clearly in the voice of the lion!”  Yet another added.

Duke spoke a bit louder.  “I speak in my language, but I have an Ability that allows you to hear me in your own.  That is all that is occurring here.  Nothing divine.  Nothing untoward.”  This was the first time his enhanced XENOGLOSSIA might be a problem for Duke.

The mousekin spoke again.  “Well, Duke, I will welcome you for now.  But I must bring you before the Council before any decisions are made.  Please come with me.”

Duke decided that it was the best diplomatic action to follow, so he did.  After they had moved away from the group far enough to be out of earshot, the mousekin paused and addressed Duke.  “I am known as Nibblesworth.  I am a Councilor here in the Wildheart Refuge and I, for one, welcome you to our settlement.  The others may not be as welcoming to a stranger, especially a furless human.  The last one who came here wound up killing a Council Member.  I do not believe you are like she was.  Do not prove me wrong.”

Duke smiled at the mousekin’s candor.  “I can assure you that I don’t mean to harm you and yours.  I merely was intrigued by how your fields were laid out as I passed by and decided to stop down for a visit.  If it turns out that I am not welcome here, I will leave.”  He projected as much earnestness as he could as they walked between the hedgerows that defined the fields.

Some time later, they arrived at the central hub of the community.  Along the way they passed various buildings, many had been homes but there were some that served the farming community as storage for equipment or food.  They passed numerous different beastkin of all ages and types.  Most seemed to congregate by base animal, but a few mixed groups were scattered throughout.

“Nibblesworth, why does it seem that everyone is largely segregated?”  Duke inquired.

“Old prejudices have yet to fade.  You would think that being together in a single community for five centuries would have changed that but apparently, we are still too set in our ways.”  The response was simple but carried enormous emotional weight for the mousekin.  Duke assumed that the mousekin was often on the receiving end of this prejudice of which he spoke.

“What are the prejudices against my kind?”  Duke asked as they approached a large round building with a single tower.  It was the tallest and largest building that Duke had seen yet and he assumed it was the Council’s place of business.

“Humans are known as violent aggressors who regularly try to take what we have built.  It will be difficult for you to find allies amongst the Council Members, but it is not impossible.  You won me over rather simply, but I am far better at reading others than any other Council Member.”  Nibblesworth paused, reaching up and placing a hand on Duke’s wrist.  “When we enter, please allow me to speak, at least at first.  You will know when it is your time to speak.”

Duke nodded.  “Heard, understood, and acknowledged.”

Nibblesworth cocked his head inquisitively in response to Duke’s statement.  He took a moment to step through what the human had said, then nodded and led Duke through the pair of large, ornately carved double-doors.  Duke took special note of them as the doors were the first sign of anything beyond utilitarian decoration with their scenes of beastkin life and struggles.

Passing through the doors, Duke saw that the building was almost entirely comprised of the Council Chamber.  There were guards of all manner of beastkin along the perimeter of the chamber.  Duke was able to discern the base animals for most of them quickly but there were a few that he didn’t recognize right away.  He figured that they might be based on some creatures native to the planet that he had yet to encounter.

The chamber itself had a balcony surrounding the entire inside wall with stairs leading down to ground level at various points.  The ground floor had a railing running around it with stairs interspersed at regular intervals that led down into the Council Chamber itself.  All the wood in the building from the balusters to the railings to the columns holding up the elaborate ceiling were masterfully carved with depictions of animals and beastkin.  Many carvings depicted scenes of battle but there seemed to be nearly an equal number of erotic depictions as well.  Duke took in as much as he could in the short time he had before being led downward into the chamber.

All discussion ceased in the chamber as Duke was noticed.  The chamber held nearly 50 beastkin in five rows of seats and a single catkin stood behind a podium at the front of the chamber.  She looked up at Duke with the gaze of an alpha predator assessing its prey.  Duke felt her presence palpably and knew when his MENTAL FORTITUDE kicked in to bolster his Psyche.  Her presence was strong, and most would have been at least taken aback by her gaze.  He felt Nibblesworth stiffen beside him and freeze in place.  He glanced down at the mousekin to see him trembling in fear, which prompted him to return his gaze back to the catkin with even more steel in his eyes.  Neither flinched for quite some time.

Finally, their contest of wills was interrupted by a shout from the chamber floor.  “That is enough, Emberclaw.  It is clear that the human is not going to bow down before you.  Cease your games before you cause us actual diplomatic harm.  We do not know who this is or why they are here.”

The catkin’s gaze snapped to the beastkin speaking who appeared to be some sort of tortoise as his shell was prominent on his back.  Go ninja go!  Freaking Ninja Turtle.  Awesome!  Duke was smart enough to keep his thoughts to himself, but it was rather close.  He turned from his thoughts as the slight tug on his sleeve told him that Nibblesworth wanted him to come to the front of the chamber with him.  Duke obliged.

“Fellow Councilmembers, allow me to present Duke, a human to you all.”  Nibblesworth spoke clearly and with confidence that Duke had not been expecting.

“What kingdom does this Duke represent and how did he get past our walls without our hearing of it?  Is he some sort of spy sent to test our defenses, find a way though so that they can attack us?”

Nibblesworth spoke again.  “Duke descended from the sky to stand among us.  I do not know what kingdom he represents but I felt it best that the entire Council hear of his arrival before any rumors or panic could spread.”

The tortoisekin spoke up before anyone else could raise their voice.  “There is wisdom in that decision, Nibblesworth. I would hear what this Duke has to say for himself and his kingdom.”  He turned slightly to direct his words at Duke. “What kingdom do you represent and why have you come to our lands?”  Nibblesworth nudged Duke indicating that it was time for him to speak.

“First let me clear something up.  My name is Duke.  I am not a Duke of any kingdom.”  He paused to let that statement settle in before continuing.  “I was simply flying by and saw how ordered your fields were and decided that I wanted to come down and see who you were.”

“How is it that you speak with the cat’s tongue?”

“Cat’s tongue?  He dares to speak in the words of the wolf!”

“Nonsense, the divine language of the Great Rhinoceros resonates in his words!”

“How can you not hear the wisdom of the Great Owl in his voice?”

Duke held up a hand to try and forestall the arguments over languages.  “Councilors, you are all correct and also not correct at the same time.  It is true that you hear me in your own language but the truth of the matter is that I am speaking a language of my own.  I have an Ability that allows me to be understood by all in their own language.”

This revelation got him some approving looks from various members of the Council.  Duke could see by the aggressive stance of most of the predator-base beastkin that he still had a long way to go to gain their recognition or respect.

“So, you just decided to invade our home unbidden and didn’t even have the common decency to come to the main gates and present yourself.  You are just as arrogant as every other human I have met.  We should kill him and be done with it.”  It was a wolfkin that spoke up this time.

Duke responded, trying desperately to walk the line between presenting a strong front and still maintaining a measure of respect despite his patience rapidly wearing thin.  He had, after all, just stopped in by casual whim and he had an actual conflict to get back to.  “Do you greet all your guests with such aggression and threats?  If I had come here to cause trouble, death would have followed in my wake.  Do not mistake my politeness for weakness.  I came to this Council Chamber because Nibblesworth asked me to come here.  He did so politely and with respect.  I, in turn, have come here also with politeness and respect.  But if you continue to posture and threaten me, my civility will be revoked, and you will personally face my full ire.”  Duke realized that his Diplomacy Skill was failing dramatically as his words came out, but he just couldn’t stop himself.

He saw the wolfkin’s hackles rise and eyes narrow.  “You are not welcome here, human.”

“That is not your decision to make, Snarlheart.” This was the catkin at the front of the Council Chamber speaking up again.  She seemed to have suddenly shifted in favor of Duke for reasons he couldn’t fathom but he couldn’t help but believe it was a cats and dogs thing – another thing he didn’t dare say out loud.

“This human has threatened me personally!”  The wolfkin shouted.  “I demand he leave or prove his right to stand in this chamber by the ancient rite of combat!”  The excited murmured arguments flashing around the chamber showed Duke that there was likely something to this declaration more than just a heated response from Snarlheart.

“So, you invoke the ancient ways again, do you, Snarlheart?”  The catkin could not hide the predatory smile in her eyes.  “So, you accept the consequences of the rite you invoke?”  She practically purred the words, knowing she had trapped him.

The wolfkin set his long jaw and turned to face Duke full-on.  “I, Snarlheart, Councilor of the Clan of the Great Grey Wolf, do invoke the ancient rite of trial by combat.  This human invader, Duke, has insulted and threatened me before the Council and I will have blood for an answer.” 

Nibblesworth whispered under his breath.  “What trouble have I brought onto my new friend.  Oh bother and worry!”

Duke could feel the eyes of all the Councilors on him, waiting for an answer.  “Please clarify the rules of this challenge before I answer it.”

The catkin’s smile broadened, showing off her fangs rather well.  “It seems that the human has more wisdom than some others in this chamber.”  Her gaze was fixed fully on the wolfkin as she spoke, further irritating him.  “Duke, the rules of the challenge are simple and as old as the Council itself.  Snarlheart has challenged you to single combat.  Claw and fang to be tested against each other.  The winner’s position and argument are upheld.  The loser, should he or she survive, is banished from the Council Chambers for life.”

Duke smiled.  “Is that all?  Let’s go to whatever space you have for this kind of fight.  I’m eager to let off some steam.  I accept your challenge Snarlheart.  And I want you to remember that this was your choice.  I want all here to remember that I came here in peace with no ill will in my heart.  But I will tell you all this – do not mess with the Duke.”

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 13 - A Challenge of Fang and Claw

    
    
    
    
                Duke was escorted out the back of the chamber as the entire Council followed.  Before he had even made it out the now opened door, the catkin fell in step beside him.  “My apologies for all this.  It seems you have been swept up in our power plays and politics.  I am Emberclaw, by the way.”

Duke chuckled.  “I was the one who couldn’t let Snarlheart just posture and run his snout.  I just hope this doesn’t screw up any relationship that could have been built between our peoples.”

“Should you triumph honorably, things will go well for you.  Should you lose, or act dishonorably, then things will go exceedingly poorly for you.”  She spoke calmly and with purpose.  Duke responded with his most feral grin.

Quickly, they found themselves in a small arena, Duke on one side and Snarlheart on the other.  The wolfkin had taken off his boots, allowing his claws to dig into the packed dirt of the arena floor.  Duke looked straight across the ten-meter arena at his opponent.  Their gazes met and the tension quickly escalated.

It was a matter of less than a minute for the rest of the Councilors to be seated.  Emberclaw stood up and spoke.  “The Council stands witness.  A challenge has been given under the ancient rites of combat.  This challenge has been accepted.  As arbiter of this challenge, I, Emberclaw, am required to ensure the willingness and understanding of all parties involved before I can allow the challenge to proceed.”

Murmurs of assent passed through the rest of the Councilors before she spoke again.  “The challenge has been made under fang and claw.  This means that only natural weapons may be used within this arena.  Do you assent to this, Snarlheart?”

“Oh yes.”  Snarlheart flexed his clawed hands and opened his fanged snout wider.  “I will use fang and claw to rend this human.”

She nodded.  “Duke do you also assent to using only natural weapons in this challenge?”

Duke looked back to the catkin and asked a clarifying question.  “Does natural weapons also include my Abilities?  Like if I could grow claws out of my hands, would that be acceptable?”

She smiled at the thought and responded.  “Yes, that is acceptable.”

Duke’s grin grew predatory.  “Then I wholeheartedly accept this challenge and these terms.”  Before anything else could happen, Duke forcibly activated his COMBAT SENSE and OVERCHANNELED his ARMOR SKIN to a 3,000 Mana a second rate.  This allowed him to still keep nearly 1,000 Mana a second in reserve and still not affect his Mana pool.  He considered OVERCHANNELING his COMBAT SENSE but did not want to try something new that could mess up his Ability or perception in a situation like this.

“Combatants, make yourselves ready.”  Emberclaw called out.

Snarlheart shifted his back foot, digging it deeper into the surface while raising his clawed hands above his waist.  His eyes focused on Duke, unleashing his PREDATOR’S SIGHT and giving himself the Ability to read every move, every intention of his opponent.  It gave him supernatural senses for a short duration – perfect for the fight at hand.  His muscles tensed, ready to charge forward and tear this weak and arrogant human to pieces.

Duke readied himself for the coming charge.  His XENOGLOSSIA and Intuition were working with his COMBAT SENSE to give him an absolutely clear picture of the wolfkin’s intention to burst forth and tear him apart.  He tensed and untensed his muscles, keeping as loose as he could while preparing for the fight.  Time seemed to slow down as his COMBAT SENSE focused on his opponent.

The Councilors sat at the edge of their seats, sensing the momentous tension rising.  No one had dared stand up to Snarlheart save Emberclaw herself in years.  The last had been Taloncrest and even these years later, workers were still finding a stray feather here or there in the area surrounding the ceremonial arena.  Their gazes intensified, ready for the spectacle to come.

Emberclaw spoke once again, her feline voice ringing clear in the still air.  “Combatants, begin!”

Her command was met with furious action.  Snarlheart surged forward faster than any ordinary man could perceive, closing the distance with Duke in a heartbeat.  Duke, likewise launched himself across the arena, adding thrust and speed from his FLIGHT Ability to match, if not exceed the wolfkin’s surge.

The pair met nearly in the center of the arena, grappling with each other for control.  Muscles bulged and sinews strained as flesh met fur with a tremendous smack.  Snarlheart was far stronger than Duke had originally anticipated, and he found himself pushing the limits of his physical strength to keep the wolfkin from gaining an advantageous position over him.

Snarlheart struggled against the human with all the fury of his BLOODFRENZY.  And yet, this man held him back.  This hairless creature met his claws and fangs with mere flesh and did not break.  His BLOODFRENZY moved into its second stage faster than ever before.  His claws extended further, growing into thirteen centimeter long to curved ebon daggers, while his snout extended by another four centimeters to accommodate his lengthening fangs.  Now it was time to tear flesh from bone!

Duke’s COMBAT SENSE offered him the flow to see the changes occurring in his foe before they fully manifested and, with his perception of time slowed down, he was able to react before the wolfkin made his move.  Duke shifted his weight lower and pivoted his body using the wolfkin’s straining efforts to throw Snarlheart with his own strength.  Duke continued his pivot to remain facing his shocked opponent.  Suddenly, he realized that his chest hurt – an unseen slash by the wolfkin’s claws had left a sizeable slash in his skin.  It was a glancing slash and had not penetrated deeply, but it had easily exceeded his ARMOR SKIN’s resistance.

Seeing Duke’s surprised look, Snarlheart grinned.  “First blood is mine.”  He charged again, confident that he could take this human down slash by slash, tearing bite by tearing bite.

Duke upped the Mana going to his ARMOR SKIN to 4,000 and re-engaged with the wolfkin.  This time, he moved with more grace due to his COMBAT SENSE flowing with his Martial Arts.  Duke gave in to the flow of the fight, slipping past slashes, meeting bites with blows to direct teeth aside, and kicking at knees to weaken joints and stance.

Snarlheart felt his BLOODFRENZY take over more and more as it moved into the third and final stage as the human shrugged off blows and slashes that should have crippled him.  The wolfkin howled as the rage overtook him, leaving his conscious mind cowering in the corner of his mind, barely aware of what was occurring outwardly.

Despite his COMBAT SENSE and Martial Arts, Duke was quickly finding his wounds accumulating faster than his REGNERATION could handle.  But thankfully, he was only putting minimal power into the fight.  He sensed the danger when the wolfkin went fully feral in his attacks and responded by upping his ARMOR SKIN to a full 10,000 a second.  With his regen and Mana pool, he could last more than a minute and a half like this without injury.

Slowly, the tide of the fight turned back in Duke’s favor as his injuries healed themselves and the wolfkin found himself unable to cause further injury.  The BLOODFRENZY finally ran out of fuel as Snarlheart clamped down on Duke’s right fist with his jaws.  The bite force was tremendous and Duke could feel his bones straining against it.  He slammed his left hammer fist into the side of the wolfkin’s jaw and the sound of snapping bone accompanied the wolfkin’s fall to the surface of the arena.

Immediately, the wolfkin sprung back to his feet, setting his jaw back into place with a crunch and a click as the bone settled back into place.  Duke stopped pouring extra Mana into ARMOR SKIN to conserve what he still had.  He could tell the wolfkin was moving slower and figured he could dodge and parry more easily.  The two circled each other some more gauging their collective will and ability to continue.

After a full minute of feints and counters, Snarlheart seemed to come to a conclusion.  He stepped back, standing to his full height.  “As the challenger, I offer a totem of peace.  You have proven yourself to be worthy of standing before this Council and have my respect as a warrior of fang and claw.”

The arena fell deathly silent.  Snarlheart had never withdrawn a challenge before.  He stood stoically on the torn surface of the arena, his clothing hanging about him in tatters from both his own claws and Duke’s grabs and throws.  Duke looked up to the Council members for a context clue and caught the slightest of nods from Emberclaw before returning his gaze to Snarlheart.

Duke locked his gaze firmly on Snarlheart and responded in what he hoped was an appropriate response.  “Through fang and claw, tooth and fist, we tested each other’s mettle.  I find you a worthy opponent and perhaps even a more worthwhile ally.  I accept your totem of peace with respect in my heart.”

The Council erupted with cheers and the two combatants came together to stand before the Council.  Emberclaw spoke up from the crowd, “The Council considers this matter settled.  Let none other bring it back into the light for it is buried in the depths of memory and there it shall stay.”

Snarlheart offered Duke a hand to shake.  Duke was happy to see that his claws had been retracted and shook it solidly.  He then activated CLEANSE and RESTORE, bringing both of their tattered outfits back to perfection as well as repairing the torn surface of the arena.  When the Ability travelled to the outskirts of the stands and all the Councilors saw not only their own outfits cleaned and rendered new, but the actual arena renewed, they all stared at Duke in awe.

He looked up sheepishly.  “Shit.  I hope you don’t mind that I did that.”

The collective responses of wonder, laughter, and assurance that it was a great and wonderous thing relieved Duke greatly.  He and Snarlheart were soon surrounded by Councilors who had countless questions and wanted to bask in the glow of a great fight made even greater by both fighters walking away from it with respect.  Duke was happy to answer most questions but questions of a more personal nature were given enough mysterious half-answers that they soon took the hint and refrained from prying.

Eventually, Emberclaw separated Duke from the rest of the Council and brought him back into her own Lead Councilmember’s chambers.  She started the conversation.  “Thank you for your patience and restraint.  I have a feeling that you could have caused Snarlheart grievous harm should you intended to do so.”

“Possibly, but that would not help my cause at all, would it?  I truly dropped down here on a curious whim and had no intention of causing trouble.”  Duke apologized.

“Well, it seems that your intent is now somewhat in line with your outcome.  Snarlheart is a feared fighter in the arena.  That you were able to fight him to a standstill and showed such restraint has enamored you to a great many on the Council.  If you came here seeking allies, you are likely to have a much easier time than I would have anticipated, especially considering your heritage.”

Duke inclined his head.  “My heritage?  There must be some real bad blood between humans and beastkin that I am not aware of at all.  I must admit that you are the first beastkin people that I have ever met.  I know nothing of your customs or history.”

She smiled, somehow keeping her fangs covered while showing the rest of her teeth.  “Well, you stepped into it rather quickly now, didn’t you?”  She smirked and continued.  “Beastkin and most other humanoid races have had difficult relations at best.  In many cases one group has preyed on the other for generations.  It is the reason that this community was built in the first place – so that all beastkin could have a home free from such conflict.  We have our own internal strife, but it is low-level and controllable for the most part.”

Duke nodded.  “That seems like it’s for the best then.  I do have a war to get back to, but I would like to return and visit with you again someday.”

“You are welcome here.  Return as you will.”  She escorted him outside the Council building where he said goodbye to Nibblesworth who was beaming at him with pride.

“You take care of yourself Duke.  You’re fun to have around…and my cloak has not looked this good in years!”

“Until we meet again.”  Duke waved and activated TELEPORTATION to return to the Legion’s last location.  The Ability failed.  Oh no, not again!
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                The message he received a moment later was indeed an error message, but far different than last time and not nearly as alarming.

*** TELEPORTATION failed.  Destination outside of current range. ***

Duke read and re-read the message, releasing the breath he was holding when he finally processed what it was actually saying.  He OVERCHANNELED 100,000 Mana into his Ability and was pleased to see that his TELEPORTATION worked, bringing him back to the Legion’s area and allowed him to quickly catch-up.

Aurelia greeted him with a warm smile.  “Welcome back, Duke.  Did you have a good time flying around?  Find anything worth worrying about?”

Duke returned her smile.  “I had a great time.  I think I pushed my FLIGHT Ability pretty far.  So far, that I was out of my TELEPORTATION range which is over 400 kilometers.  Anything happen with the Legion while I was gone?”

“A minor skirmish.  Just a couple hundred goblins.  Maybe a thousand.  The Legion handled them without breaking the march.”  She replied with obvious pride.

Duke chuckled.  “Oh, tell me more.”

“It was about four hours ago.  They came boiling out of the south woods, charging the formation without warning.  The first hundred or so fell to the mage corps before they made contact with the outer shield wall that had formed.  Those that actually made it to the shield wall died quickly.  One of the benefits of the FORMATION Ability is how it strengthens the shield wall.  Those goblins that did make it to the shield wall were bounced off and dispatched easily.”  Aurelia was more than happy to relate the tale of the encounter.

“Any casualties?”  Duke asked.

“Not a one.” She replied happily.

“So, did Eihlen get a boost from it?”  Duke continued.

Aurelia shook her head.  “Not really.  By the time I could even engage my Ability, half of the goblins were already dead.  She did get about nine times the experience she would have normally gotten but the experience was shared by most of the Legion, so it amounted to hundreds of experience points for her after all was said and done.  Nothing that will change anything just yet.”

Duke sighed.  “Guess that’s how the Ability was intended to be used – effective over time but not a ridiculous boost in the short run.  That is, unless we do what we did last time and separate out to a small squad.”

“Which we will the next time the scouts find something worth the effort.  They warned us about the goblin presence, but nobody thought they would actually try to attack the Legion.  Goblins have never been known for being smart but attacking a force that outnumbers you thirty to one?  That’s beyond foolish.”  She agreed.

Baslin joined them, floating in his chair while Duke walked, and Aurelia rode her horse.  Duke finally decided to ask.  “What’s the deal with the chair, Baslin?  You have to know it looks as odd as a three-legged chicken.”

“It’s comfortable. And I am who I am.  I’m not the great and mysterious entity of unknowable power that floats on a burning cloud formed from the souls of my enemies.”  Baslin paused, pulled out a book and wrote some notes down.  “I’m an academic.  A researcher by heart.  Big overstuffed comfortable chairs that should be in a library are my thing.”

Aurelia gave Baslin a critical look.  “What did you just write down in your notebook?”

“What?  That image was great.  You don’t write down things that strike your fancy so that you can remember them later?”  He responded.

“Nothing about riding around on the souls of my enemies strikes my fancy.”  She responded.

Duke added unhelpfully, “I thought the image was pretty badass myself.”

Aurelia gave him an incredulous look and rode off to “Inspect the Legion”.  Duke and Baslin exchanged a high-five and continued on with the march.  Soon Duke found himself involved in one of Baslin’s theoretical discussions on the nature of magic and the universe at large.  Most of the theory was well beyond Duke’s current level of understanding but when it came to a discussion of his own world, his interest level peaked.

“So, you are saying that you have a hypothesis about why my home world has no magic.”  Duke asked, interest roused.

“Indeed.  Since you have legends of magic and the like, my guess is that there is an entity or artifact that has absorbed the magic of your world and continues to absorb it.  To what purpose, I couldn’t even guess but the magic of an entire world would be tremendously powerful.  With that much magic absorbed and held for so long…I doubt anything could stand against it.”

“What would happen if all that magic were to be released at once?”  Duke asked, intrigued.

Baslin thought for a bit before answering.  “I really don’t know specifically.  But I suspect it would reshape your world entirely.  It would be better for everyone involved if the release was at a more measured rate.  Releasing that much magic into a non-magical world would cause world-wide disasters as the magic would warp and change things nearly instantly.  It would destroy your civilization and reshape everything.”

Duke responded.  “Zero stars.  Would not recommend.”

Baslin shook his head.  “Another idiom, I presume?”

Duke didn’t respond as he contemplated the possibility of Earth with true magic.  His mind warred between the amazing things that could be accomplished with things like healing magic and the terrors that would be unleashed if the depraved got a hold of other types of magic.  After a while he decided that he needed to do some scouting on his own to distract himself from this line of thought.

Once again, Duke was flying above the Legion.  But this time he wasn’t heading far away, just looking at the general area around the Legion.  He knew that the Legion had its own scouts out and didn’t want to undermine them, he was just looking for something to take his dark thoughts out on.  He quickly realized that he really wasn’t as much scouting as he was hunting.  When he changed to that mindset, it wasn’t long before he spotted something that attracted his attention.

What Duke spotted was a group of individuals carefully moving through the forest.  He was several kilometers away from the Legion but decided this was worth investigating.  As he descended, he noted that they were all well-armed and armored with heavy plate armor.  It seemed a bit odd and excessive for the forest, but Duke didn’t really wear armor himself, so he did his best to not bring his own prejudice to the situation.

Duke landed within sight of the group and noted their overly stocky build.  The apparent leader of the group moved in his direction while the rest of the group fanned out behind.  As they approached, Duke stood ready, but not in a threatening posture.  See, I can be good.  When they were a few meters in front of him, Duke was able to get a better picture of what he was facing.

They approached with cautious confidence, the lead figure removing her helm to reveal flowing strawberry blonde hair and the most shockingly beautiful blue eyes Duke had ever seen.  When she spoke, Duke was shocked by her voice.  It was deep and resonated in her chest like an echo chamber, sounding much bigger than even her short, stocky stature predicted.

“Well met traveler.  What brings you to this forest?”

Duke cautiously responded.  “I came out here to hunt.  I haven’t found any suitable prey yet, but your group caught my curiosity.”

“As your arrival from the sky has caught mine.  What manner of man are you that you fly upon the winds without wings?”  She inquired.

“One who likes to fly.”  Duke deadpanned.

The smile in response was immediate and warm.  “I am known as Shimmerstone.  How shall I call you?”

Duke returned her smile, relaxing his posture as his XENOGLOSSIA told him it was genuine.  “I am known as Duke.  What are you doing wandering around this forest?”

She cocked her head curiously.  “Is this your forest?  Does this forest belong to your Dukedom?”  She offered up no honorific, which Duke found oddly refreshing.

“Hard to say right now.  I’m on my way to eliminate an undead king and maybe that gives me claim to the forest.  Maybe it will after I kill the bastard.  Not really sure how this all goes.”

“That…that’s an odd perspective.  I thought perhaps you came here to investigate the same thing that we were.  The glaring lack of evidence of the supremely destructive spell that affected this area not too long ago.  We arrived, expecting to find a wasteland blasted clear of trees.”

“And that would be a good thing for you?”  Duke asked.

“Well, yes and no.  With the ground blasted clear, the mineral bounty that lies beneath these woods would be much easier to locate and mine.  But the downside of all that is that the area would be devastated and that’s not really good for anyone.  Do you know what happened here?”  Shimmerstone explained.

Duke answered sheepishly, “I might know what happened.”

“You might know what happened?”

“OK, I’m mostly responsible for what happened here.”  Duke confessed, unsure of why he was sharing so much information with someone he just met.  He ignored the thought and chalked it up to a pretty face.

“Oh, do tell me more.  You have me thoroughly intrigued.” 

Duke found himself relating a quick summary of the undead army and how he destroyed it.  Ending with how he restored the forest.  Again, he felt strange relating that much information to someone he just met but it didn’t stop him from telling the tale. 

When he finished, she smiled even wider.  “A fantastic tale that would be thoroughly unbelievable if Orgath did not confirm everything you just told me to be truthful.”

“What’s your connection to Orgath?”  Duke asked cautiously.

“He is my god, of course.  I serve him in all that I do. He told me to come here and so I am here.”

Duke came to a sudden realization of a few things.  One, the gods were involving themselves in his affairs again.  Two, he was going to have a price to pay if he allowed it.  And three, Shimmerstone and her group could potentially be a powerful ally.  He decided to see how this would play out.  “Did your god tell you to come seek me out?”

She smiled.  “Not specifically.  He just told me to come to this area and investigate what happened.  And if the land had indeed been stripped bare, it would have been a great opportunity to search for riches.”

“So, since he did not tell you to seek me out, this encounter is simply coincidence and not divine interference.”  Duke decided to make his case to whomever the entities were that were watching his every move.

“I suppose you could say that, yes.  But I do consider it a fortuitous encounter.  Did the gods send you here as well?”

Duke responded with cold finality.  “No, I do not follow the gods of this world.  I go where I will and for reasons I decide.”  There, that should get me in the clear. I hope.

“Orgath has much to offer.  I would be happy to tell you more about him.”  The eagerness in her voice struck a chord deep down in Duke’s consciousness which was met with his MENTAL FORTITUDE finally kicking in.

“The last time I met Orgath, I was lucky to live through the encounter.  And that was him ‘helping’ me.  I know enough about him for now.  Thank you.”  Duke replied, trying to keep venom out of his voice and mostly succeeding.

“You have met Orgath?  We must speak more about this.  Tell me everything!”  She pleaded with Duke, excitement boiling over her entire countenance.

Duke realized that he may have just caused even more problems for himself.  Keep your damned mouth shut, moron.  “Tell you what.  I’m going to head back to my Legion.  You and your group are welcome to come along and join us in our crusade.”

“Crusade?  You march towards holy war?  With a Legion?  I must know more.”  She gestured for Duke to lead on as her unnamed followers did just that – followed.

Duke set out walking back towards the Legion, chafing at how slow it was to just walk.  He found his pace to be accelerated more than normal and just didn’t care that Shimmerstone and her followers had to almost jog to keep up with him.  More sidetracks and tangents.  Sidetracks?  More like sidequests.  I wouldn’t mind it so much if they were clearly defined and offered rewards but they are not and do not.
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                The walk back to the Legion was uneventful as expected.  Duke became aware of a pair of scouts observing them as they were about a kilometer away from the Legion, but he did not indicate their presence.  If not for his DUNGEON SENSE, he would have never spotted them.  He liked that the scouts were operating in pairs.  It was much harder to ambush two scouts at once than a lone individual.  It could be done, but it was more difficult.

As he reached the edge of the forest, he realized that his estimate for the Legion’s location was more than a bit off.  He arrived with Shimmerstone’s group in tow to find that they were at the complete rear of the Legion.  The rearguard noted his presence but did not react otherwise.

Duke smiled back at Shimmerstone.  “It seems we have found the rear of the Legion.  There will be a corridor on the left flank that will allow us to reach the front, but the Legion does stretch on for quite a bit in these narrower confines within the forest.  Follow me and I’ll lead you.”

It took nearly an hour to get to the front of the Legion.  When they arrived, they found Aurelia leading on her horse and Baslin floating along in his chair nearby.  Shimmerstone looked from the pair back to Duke a few times before speaking.  “Is that woman in armor made out of gold?  And is that a flying chair?”

Duke smirked and proceeded with introductions.  “Shimmerstone, please meet Aurelia, the Golden Warrior and General of the Legion.  Also please meet the Grand Archmage Baslin the Best who advises me on all things magical.  Aurelia, Baslin, please meet Shimmerstone and her company.”

Greetings were exchanged and Aurelia gave Duke an odd, questioning look which his XENOGLOSSIA translated to “Picking up other women…we’re going to have a talk.”  Duke cringed, realizing that he just brought back an attractive blonde dwarven woman to meet his attractive blonde human girlfriend.  This is going to be a problem.  Either they will kill each other, or they will get together to kill me.  And I’m not even thinking of Shimmerstone like that.  Shit.

Shimmerstone spoke up before Duke could say anything more.  “It is a pleasure to meet you all.  I must say that this Legion of yours is mightily impressive.  When my god sent me here to investigate, I had no idea that this is what I would be finding.  Judging by your direction of march, you are headed to the Capitol?”

Aurelia responded.  “Normally, I would not share such things with someone I just met but since it appears that Chopie already knows we are coming, it won’t hurt anything to speak of it now.  So, yes, we are headed to the Capitol to remove Chopie from the throne.  He has become too much of a force for evil and a threat to our home that we can’t allow him to continue.”

Duke gave her a pained look, trying to express his “You’re oversharing” thought to Aurelia without saying anything.  She looked back in confusion, not understanding what he was trying to get across at all.

“Oh, a war then.  How exciting!”  Shimmerstone responded.  “Two questions then.  One, where is your home that Chopie is threatening, and two, can I join in?  I and my people love a good fight, especially when we are on the right side of things.”

Aurelia looked to Duke for a response, and he sighed inwardly.  NOW, she throws it over to me.  A bit too late there, love.  He responded.  “We have a town we are building up around the Lake Front Inn.  And although I would welcome some allies to fight alongside us, we just met and Chopie has turned supposed allies against us already.”

“You don’t trust me?”  Shimmerstone responded.

“I don’t know you well enough to trust you.”  Maybe I can get out of this mess yet!

“So, you want to get to know me better…” Shimmerstone replied applying all the playfulness she could to her tone.

Aurelia stiffened involuntarily and Duke’s hopes collapsed.  He responded, “Look, Shimmerstone.  Like I said, we just met.  Maybe our groups can get to know each other as allies or possibly friends but if you try to come between myself and my love, you are not going to be happy with the result.”

“Duke, that was a bit overboard, don’t you think.”  Aurelia interjected.

“Just setting the ground rules.”  He quickly replied.

Shimmerstone added, “Woah there.  Sorry if someone got the wrong impression.  I was just playing.  I’m not into humans, really.  They’re too small.”

“Too small?”  Baslin added, full of amusement.

“Yes, too small.  Now, can we move on from this line of thought?”  Shimmerstone answered.

“Oh, yes, let’s move on from that right now.”  Duke responded.  “You said that Orgath told you to investigate the forest, right?”

“That is correct.  He directed us to the forest.”

Duke nodded along, getting to his point.  “Orgath was here.  Physically here and even directly contributed to the destruction of the undead horde that was plaguing the forest.  Sending you here was not to investigate the destruction.  He already knew about it.”

Shimmerstone interrupted nearly breathlessly, “My god, Orgath, was here.  You saw him?”

“I spoke with him.”  Duke corrected.

“Did he offer you his blessing?”  She continued enraptured.

“Not so much offer as outright grant.”  Duke admitted.

“Then that is why we must join you.  You have been blessed by our god and we cannot do aught but aid his blessed in a time of war!”  The light of fanaticism glowed behind her eyes.

It was at this moment that Duke knew he had lost the argument.  It was confirmed when Aurelia added, “Of course you must join us.  It is nearly time to halt the march for the day.  Why don’t you join us for our evening repast?”

“We’d love to, and we have quite a few tasty treats to contribute to the meal.”  Shimmerstone was quick to respond.

Aurelia decided to get things going and called the Legion to a halt for the night.  Her Command voice echoed out, “Legion, Halt!  Bivouac for the night!”  The Legion stopped all on the same beat due to their FORMATION Ability and began to set up their camp while Duke retrieved the command tent from his INVENTORY.

In the matter of half an hour, the entire camp was established, and temporary defenses had been arranged.  The process of cooking for everyone began for the Legion.  Duke noticed that the cooks who had been assigned to his command contingent had been reassigned elsewhere since they had not been eating what the cooks had prepared night after night.  That was a minor problem as he had already decided not to take everyone back to the Inn tonight.

The decision was mostly preventative and defensive.  He already knew that he had revealed too much to this follower of Orgath, but he was not going to reveal the Inn and its wonderous capabilities.  He figured it was likely that the gods knew something about it but probably not everything.  He was not about to reveal any more.  She must have some sort of Ability that made me overshare.  I know I felt my MENTAL RESISTANCE kick in at the end there, but whatever the Ability is it must be a powerful passive. Even still, I know I didn’t reveal anything about the Inn even as I spilled my guts about everything else. I have to decide on what to do about this, and quickly.

 Duke’s thoughts were broken by Aurelia’s hand on his shoulder.  He turned to her only to see a very serious look on her face.  Oh boy, here it comes.  Duke steeled his nerves.  “Hello my love.  You look troubled.  What is on your mind?”

Aurelia stared through him for a moment before responding.  “I will not welcome another woman into my bed, but you are a man of power, one who will shortly take the throne of a kingdom from the unworthy hands of another.”  She put her finger on Duke’s lips to forestall his response and continued.  “As such a powerful man, I know others will be attracted to you and that it is customary for a king to have concubines.  I will not, cannot, deny you this but if we are to be together, I must always be first amongst them.”  Her voice carried an uncharacteristic waver that unsettled Duke.  She removed her finger from Duke’s lips so he could respond.

“Aurelia, my love, this is what concerns you?  And yet you have the strength and will to offer to share me with another woman.  I am overwhelmed at your strength of will but there are some things that we need to get straight.  Even should I become a king, I don’t do the whole concubine thing.  It is self-indulgent and can, at best, lead to all kinds of bastard problems.  I am, and always will be a one-woman guy.  I’m not dumb enough to think that I could handle more than one woman in my life.  You have nothing to fear in that realm.”  He put his finger to her lips this time so that he could finish.  “No one but you makes my heart race with a touch.  Only you make the sun shine brighter.  Only you bring me warmth on a cold night.  It is only your touch that I yearn for.  That is all you and only you.”

She pushed his finger away from her lips and pulled him into a crushing embrace and a deep kiss, full of passion.  He could feel the relief and explosion of emotion pour out of her and into that kiss.  He did not even realize when he TELEPORTED with her to their room in the Inn.  It was not until they were both lying entangled in the bed completely spent that he became aware of his surroundings.  He had questions as he had never been able to TELEPORT directly into the Inn before but right now, he was still basking in the glow and did not want to interrupt it.  Instead, he settled in, holding Aurelia tighter.  She gave a soft moan of pleasure and contentment and the pair drifted off to sleep together.
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                The morning found the pair still entangled and Duke awoke first.  He shrugged inwardly and decided to go through his notifications rather than disturbing Aurelia’s sleep by trying to get up.

*** You like dancing on the edge, don’t you?  Adding a representative of the local gods into your group when you know I don’t want those gods involved in our project.  That takes chutzpah.  Doing so in a way that makes it clear that you are not trying to accept the interference of the local gods – that is actually quite impressive.  And then you declare your girl to be your one and only so well that she actually believed you which led to that scene.  Oh yeah, you get a reward for high entertainment value.

You receive 50,000 experience for pure entertainment and chutzpah.

On top of all this, you explored a new area, got sucked into their politics, and managed to navigate your way though it and come out with potential allies and a good fight.  Perhaps you are not as much of a gamble as we thought and are starting to see you realize your potential.  Your actual experience from the fight is a pathetic 100, but the bonus from everything else involved is 25,000.  Well done!  You are now level 104 and have 12 Characteristic points to spend.

You have seen Skill and Ability increases as well.

Dodge has increased to Practiced 42

Aerial Maneuvering has increased to Initiate 24

Martial Arts Combat has increased to Adept 23

Diplomacy has increased to Novice 17

TELEPORTATION has increased to Adept 80

REGENERATION has increased to Adept 52

OVERCHANNEL has increased to Adept 9

MENTAL FORTITUDE has increased to Practiced 21

CLEANSE has increased to Initiate 30

RESTORE has increased to Master 39

INVENTORY has increased to Initiate 42

ARMOR SKIN has ranked up to Adept 1

FLIGHT has increased to Practiced 15

COMBAT SENSE has increased to Initiate 7

DUNGEON SENSE has increased to Adept 52

You have pleased us greatly as of late and your growth reflects that.  Yet you are still too weak.  Seek out your next true battle and show us what you are capable of.  Do not stagnate and think you have done enough. The challenges you have faced to date are nothing compared to what is coming.  Prepare yourself.  Prepare your friends and allies if you care to see them survive as well. ***

Duke finished off his notifications and poured his Characteristic Points into Intuition.  He took the warning seriously and wanted every edge he could have in being able to see what was coming before it affected him or his friends.  One of my biggest edges is in my stats themselves.  I need more levels to accelerate stat growth.  But now that I’m over level 100, it’s getting harder and harder to find things my level to fight.  Guess, it’s time for the volume plan!

As Duke tried to solidify his thoughts, Aurelia woke up against him, nuzzling closer.  He lost all capacity to think as he turned into her embrace and helped her to fully wake up.

Some time later, the pair returned to the Legion which had already broken camp and was beginning to march.  Baslin waved to them and pointed at his ring to indicate that he had the Command Tent in his Ring of Rooms.

“Did we miss anything?” Duke asked.

Baslin chuckled.  “Only questions I didn’t feel like answering.  So now Shimmerstone has a much more expansive knowledge of magical theory or possibly a raging headache.  I’m not certain which as her eyes seemed to glaze over after the first ten minutes.  In future, I would ask that you not introduce new people to the group and disappear, leaving me to answer their questions.  It wasn’t pleasant for either of us.”

“You lectured her into submission?” Aurelia asked.

“Just so.”  Baslin responded with a wry smile.

“Wait.  Are you telling me that every time you just start spouting magic theory it’s just to avoid conversation or explanation?”  Aurelia’s exasperation was clear in her voice.

“Have you ever considered the practical application of auditory magical manipulation?  The theory is grounded in how-“

Aurelia threw her hands up with an outrush of breath that could be called a hiss.  She walked away, heading towards her command cadre to get an update from them on the Legion’s status.  Duke looked at Baslin in a new light.

“How many times have you done that to me?”  He asked.

Baslin chuckled.  “Duke, my boy, you actually listen when I start explaining magical theory.  It’s quite different and you usually have some interesting questions to throw in as well.  Makes me feel like your actual magical mentor.”

“I kinda thought you actually were my magical mentor.”  Duke replied.

“Perhaps.  Perhaps.  I certainly did get you started, but you are continually wrapped up in too many other things for it to be effective.  For example, how is your Hold Undead Spell coming along?”

“I…don’t have that one.” Duke responded with dawning realization.

“Now you see the issue.  I offered to teach you that Spell quite a while ago, but you’ve been too busy with everything else to even learn it at even a basic level.  I’m not faulting you as everything you have been doing has been for a good reason, but you are spreading yourself very thinly by trying to do it all yourself.  You may be more powerful than most of your companions, but you have limits too.”

Duke nodded as this wasn’t the first time he had heard this argument.  It was no less true now than it had been all the other times.  “I see your point but I’m not going to stop moving forward.”

“Neither, it seems, will the Legion.”  Baslin summoned his floating chair and settled in, reading a book bound in particularly thick hide embossed with carvings that Duke’s XENOGLOSSIA translated to “Dragon’s Eggs – Revelations and Recipes”.

Duke took the dismissal for what it was and left only realizing hours later that he still had not learned the Hold Undead Spell.

The Legion’s march paused when they finally broke out of the forest and met the main road.  The road was occupied with a long train of fearful people.  They panicked at the sight of the Legion and split in two directions.  Those further down the road away from the Capitol hastened their pace, trying to get away from the Legion.  Those on the road closer to the Capitol bunched up as they had nowhere to go but to move past the Legion.  It was those people who looked the most fearful.  Duke decided to act before things could get ugly.

He flew forward and landed before the front of the cowering people.  “Greetings and peace to you.”  He paused for a response but did not receive one other than the fear and concern radiating off the people.  They appeared to be simple townsfolk and people from the area fleeing for their lives.

Duke continued, “I am Duke and I assume you are fleeing Chopie’s madness, yes?”  He put the gentlest tone he could manage, pushing as much kindness as his Psyche would allow into his words. 

As he spoke, Aurelia rode up next to him.  A young child spoke from somewhere in the crowd, “Pretty shiny lady.”  The child was quickly hushed by their parent, but Aurelia’s blush and Duke’s chuckle were quickly evident.  It was likely this interaction that softened the mood.  A woman, dressed in a dirt-encrusted dress that was frayed and torn held her baby close to her chest as she spoke, “We are fleeing the conflict and evil of the Capitol.  None of us wish conflict with you or your army, Your Grace.  We are but simple peasants.”

Duke responded, still projecting kindness.  “The Twice Blessed Legion marches on Chopie and his evil.  We do not wish harm to the people of this land.  In fact, if you follow the path the Legion took to get here, you will find a place of safety and comfort.”

A voice from the crowd interrupted, shouting “Usurper!”  Duke’s keen Insight and DUNGEON SENSE made it easy to pinpoint the man who shouted.  Duke didn’t need his XENOGLOSSIA to see the defiance in the man’s face and read how different it was from everyone around him.

Duke turned to the woman holding her child and spoke.  “May I offer you some relief from your long journey?”  He produced a pastry that had been sitting in his INVENTORY and handed it to her.  As she tentatively took it, he fired off a rapid CLEANSE and RESTORE with a significant Mana boost.  The Abilities washed over the crowd, removing the grime of the road as well as countless years of wear from all their clothes.  Shoes repaired themselves, frayed hems re-knitted, and torn fabric became whole and clean.

The shock of the change quickly rippled through the people gathered on the road as even the road repaired itself beneath their feet.  As they stared in wonder at the change, Duke calmly walked through the crowd who parted in awe before him.  He approached the man who had shouted and stood before him.  The man was about six centimeters shorter than Duke and now that his uniform had been repaired and cleansed of the mud that had been caked on it revealed himself to be wearing the king’s livery.

Duke stood before him and asked a simple question, “After all the atrocities and evil Chopie has inflicted upon his own people, do you still find yourself unwaveringly loyal to the Lich King, or does your heart yearn for freedom from his oppression?”  Duke could feel his PURPOSE stirring to life as he spoke, amplifying the Psyche he was pouring into his words.  Everyone around them unconsciously took a step or two backward, distancing themselves from the man.

“I…I”  The man stammered, suffering immense internal conflict.  “I pledged my life to my King.”

A feeling from deep inside of Duke’s soul welled up.  He could feel the full fire of his PURPOSE infusing him with unknowable power.  Duke answered, his voice reverberating across the crowd with the power unleashed by his PURPOSE.  “No man, not even a god can uphold a vow of fealty to a king that turns on his own people.  His actions have abdicated his Right to Rule and, in turn, has Freed you from your oath!”

A shudder passed through the man as the struggle between binding oath and the power of Duke’s PURPOSE warred within.  As the man’s scream of agony erupted, Aurelia and Eihlen arrived through the parted crowd.  Moments later, he collapsed to the ground.  Eihlen swept forward to treat him only to find him rising to his feet with a rapturous smile.  She stepped back to give the man room to stand.  Duke surreptitiously IDENTIFIED the man, learning his name to be Brondar.

“I am freed!  Praise the gods!  I am freed from mine oath to Chopie!”  He immediately fell to his knees before Duke and began to speak.

Before another word could be spoken, Duke stopped him. “Brondar, you have just been freed from a life oath.  Don’t you DARE make one to me.  Instead, take your newfound freedom and do something to make this world a better place.  Perhaps starting by offering these people fleeing from your former master the protection of your blade.”

Immediately, Brondar rose to his feet.  “I offer you my heartfelt thanks, Your Grace.  I was sent to infiltrate these people and find where they wound up hiding.  I must tell you that Chopie knows you are coming and has laid several traps for you and your army along the road.”

Duke smiled.  “Good.  I need the exercise.  Explain what you know of these traps to General Aurelia.  I have more that needs to be done right now.”

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 17 - You Know I'm a Dungeon, Right?

    
    
    
    
                Hours later Duke found himself finally at the end of the refugees.  His quick count was nearly 20,000 people fleeing the conflict.  He had found dozens of Chopie’s spies embedded in the crowds, as they became easier and easier to spot as Duke’s PURPOSE began highlighting them due to their restrictive oaths.  He had managed to free all but three from their oaths.  One had attacked him, one had fled, and one had simply died on the spot.  The one that fled did not get far as the Legion’s scouts had been spread out and caught the man quickly.  The one that attacked Duke was brained by a nearly three-meter-tall dark-skinned giant of a man.  It took one swift blow of his forging hammer for the apparent blacksmith to end the soldier.

“Nice shot there, friend.”  Duke commented, offering the man clad in a thick leather apron his hand.

“Thank you, Your Grace.  I’ve seen what you have been doing for the people here and anyone who would stand against that needs to have their head removed.”  The man responded.  “I am known as Halgrim and as you have probably guessed, I am a blacksmith.”

“Glad to meet you and as I have told countless others, travel down the side road that the Legion came up and you will find a place of safety to stay.  As a blacksmith, you might even be able to find a smithy of your own there.”  Duke related as he shook the man’s hand.  The look of surprise in Halgrim’s eyes as Duke’s strength effortlessly matched his own made Duke’s mouth twitch upwards in a smile.

“Truly?”  He asked incredulously as the crowd simply flowed away from the dead body, paying it no more heed than a fallen log.

“Very much so.  It will take a week or two to get there, but there will be a smithy waiting for you to take over when you get there.”  Duke promised.

“Thank you, Your Grace.  I do not know what to say.”  Halgrim responded, apparently unsure of what to say or do.

“You have said enough.  Go and follow the path to your new home.”  Duke left him behind and continued to the end of the refugees, activating CLEANSE and RESTORE whenever he came upon a new group.  Each time he did so, he was greeted with amazed gasps and cries of wonder.  They were among his favorite Abilities for a reason and seeing everybody’s reaction to them cemented the feeling even more.

Eventually, he got through the end of the train of refugees and walked back to the Legion with the last of them.  They were beaming and readily shared the horror stories that they left behind in favor of the new hope before them.  Duke was forming a clearer and clearer picture of the city – it was lost to the living.  The only things remaining there were the undead and the horrific insect and arachnid hybrids that Queen Pahst had been making.  Anyone left was fodder for the twins’ depravations. Many had fled before the gates had been sealed but the final groups had only barely managed to escape. The last alchemist in the city sacrificed himself while blowing a sizeable hole in the city wall.  Duke’s hatred for the twins continued to rise.

It was near nightfall when they caught up with the Legion digging in for the night and allowing the refugees to cautiously pass by.  Aurelia rode out to meet him.  “Good evening, my love.  How did things go with the refugees?”

“Well enough.  There are a number among them that will be quite a boon to the town.  There were more spies scattered within as well, but they have been taken care of.”  Duke responded.

“I’m not going to ask.”  Aurelia said.

“Probably a good choice.  Anyway, we will have to go to the Inn tonight and get Sam preparing for the next batch of refugees.  I’m still not sure what the long-term effects of having so many people living inside a dungeon will be but it really is the safest place for them to stay until we can wipe this threat out.”  Duke explained.

“Agreed.  I can’t say that I like it, but I do understand it.  I hope it doesn’t cause them any long-term harm.  The Legion is all set for the night.  Let’s gather up Baslin and head to the Inn.”

“What about Shimmerstone and her people?”  Duke asked.

“Oh, they’re not coming with us to the Inn.”  Aurelia replied cheekily.

“Not what I was asking, and you know it.”  Duke added flatly.

“Of course not.  She and her people seem perfectly happy to camp with the Legion.  She has been asking questions but nothing terribly probing.  The rest of her group seems rather insular and not really approachable.  It appears that they are setting up some sort of a shrine to Orgath in their camp.”

Duke stopped his own reflexive negative reaction.  “As long as they aren’t bothering anyone with it, I suppose that is fine.  Do you trust them?”

“About as much as I trust a sword made out of paper.  It’s not that I distrust them really, but I don’t know.  It seems very convenient that they just happened to show up while we were marching, met you in the forest, and are worshiping a god that you personally met.  It doesn’t pass muster to me, so I am having them watched both closely and from a distance.  They will notice the close-by watchers, and maybe even those watching from a medium distance.  But I don’t see them discovering the longer-range watchers.  All the watchers have Jewels of Whispering so they can alert others if needed.  Baslin has even given us a few really long-range Jewels so we can be reached in the Inn.”

“He found a way to communicate through the dimensional barrier of the Inn?”  Duke asked incredulously.

“No, of course not.”  Baslin replied, having just arrived.  “But they can reach the guards outside the Inn and those guards can race inside and alert us if needed.”

“Not perfect, but better than what we have had before.”  Duke replied.  “Thank you, Baslin.  You ready to hit the Inn?”

“More than ready, I have to check in on my experiments and see if there has been any progress.”  Baslin replied.

“Then it’s time for dinner at the Inn.”  Duke smiled and TELEPORTED the three of them to the Inn.  He held the door open for the other two to enter and followed right behind.  As always, the Inn was warm and inviting.  Sam greeted them at the door with a smile and a wave.  His smile was especially bright, and his eyes shined with joy.  He stepped aside to show the trio the dinner table.

Sitting at the dinner table was Elaine and Grat.  The trio gaped at seeing Grat’s smile before rushing over to him.  “Grat, it’s so good to see you up and about, but how?”  Duke asked as he reached him.  He briefly looked over to Elaine for answers as well, but it was Elaine’s response that confused him enough to pause.

“It was Sam.  He made it possible.”  Elaine explained.

Everyone turned to Sam who was casually strolling over with a shit-eating grin on his face.  “You all know that I am a dungeon, right?  I can create levels upon levels of all different kinds, and I can create all sorts of different loot and rewards in them.  Are you understanding what I’m saying here?”

Elaine jumped in to clarify.  “Sam created a dungeon level just for me to complete so I could gain the antidote as a reward.  I gained two levels doing so as well as it was not an easy dungeon level.  But, in the end, I left with the antidote and here we are.”

Baslin looked at Duke and asked, “As Master of the Dungeon, how did you not realize you could do this earlier?”

 Duke, turning redder, responded.  “Because I’m a linear thinker and have to really work at it to see outside the box.  And that is why I have gathered friends and advisors who are supposed to be able to help me do so.”  He stared right back at Baslin.

 Baslin coughed.  “Um, yes, well, I see.  Good choice.  Yes, good choice.  Your friends and advisors really need to step up their game.  Speaking of which, I have a laboratory to get to.”  He promptly hurried away to the uncomfortable chuckles of the rest of the group as they realized that they were in much the same position as Baslin, relying on Duke to come up with all the solutions.

 Grat interrupted.  “I don’t really care who did what or how, I’m just thankful that I am back on my feet.  Elaine filled me in on what she knows but is there anything else I need to know to get caught back up with everyone else?”

 Duke smiled.  “Well, the first thing to know is that we have at least 20,000, likely more, refugees headed this way.  Mind you, that’s more for Sam to be able to expand the dungeon town for them than for you.  Then again, I would ask you to help them get through the forest and make it here safely.  The Legion marches on to the Capitol and there is no one to escort the refugees back.”

 Grat nodded.  “I can do that.  If I didn’t know better, I would think you are trying to keep me out of the assault on the Capitol since I’ve been nearly killed twice already since we met, but I’m sure it’s just to make sure that the refugees make it here safely.”

 “Not gonna lie to you, but that did cross my mind.  There really are a lot of refugees coming here and there is no one offering protection for the trip through the forest.  We’ve already encountered trolls and goblins and a few other things.  Having someone with strong nature magic there would be a great help if anything does happen.”  Duke replied.

 “I can understand that.  Thank you for not lying to me about it.”  Grat said.

 “Friends don’t need to lie to each other.”  Duke replied.  “Oh, and Sam, we need a fully decked-out smithy for a blacksmith named Halgrim that is coming with the refugees.  Make it top-grade with all the bells and whistles.”

 “Decks?  Like a ship?  That is an odd design and what are the bells and whistles for?  Announcing when the shop is open or closed?”  Sam asked.

 Duke hung his head and replied.  No, forget all that.  Just make it the best blacksmith shop you can, alright?”

 “Sure thing.  There’s something else I want to talk to you about and it regards the town.”  Sam paused, poised tentatively.

 “No, you can’t eat the townsfolk.”  Duke replied to the rest of the group’s horror that the concept was even a question.

 Sam held up his hands.  “No, no, nothing like that.  I have the dungeon already outside the town that they can try their luck in anytime they want.  I don’t think it will be long before they have their first casualty in there from pure carelessness.  But that is not it either.  I am gaining Mana from the inhabitants at a fair rate.  Adding in another 20,000 people will accelerate my growth even further since they have already achieved food self-sufficiency.  What I want to do, and I believe I mentioned this previously, is speed up the passage of time inside the town section of the dungeon.  This way, they will grow faster, and quickly become a community that can support adventurers delving into the dungeons while you have the Legion outside.”

 Duke looked at Sam, trying to decide what angle the dungeon was trying to work was.  “By how much?”  Duke asked, figuring it was an easier question and would give him an idea of how Sam was thinking.

 Sam responded gleefully.  “Ultimately, I want it to be ten times as fast in the dungeon town than outside, but I think it might be too shocking to anyone who ventures outside.  Maybe get to that point in a few generations but, for now, I want to slowly speed things up to double time.  Maybe over the course of a year?”

 Duke pondered the prospect, but something didn’t sit well with him about it.  As he started to reply it hit him.  “You want to isolate the town’s population from the outside, don’t you?”

 “Of course.  I want my little town of people to prosper and grow into a world of their own.  Can you imagine it?  Millions of people living inside my dungeon fueling me with Mana and enjoying their lives as they see fit.  I could make all sorts of different challenges for them to choose from, or not choose from.  Nobody would ever starve, and they would have the freedom to pursue whatever they wanted.  It would be wonderful!”

 Duke’s PURPOSE stirred in a strange, unsettling way as Sam continued on.  He tried to sort it out and it really came down to a moral dilemma.  If the citizens of the dungeon town (world?) are made content to stay and have freedom to operate as they wish, are they truly free?  Am I even free?”  Duke’s PURPOSE flared again, stronger as he realized that he did not truly know the answer to either question.

 Sam looked at Duke, the internal debate clear on Duke’s face.  “You are trying to decide if this is a good idea, aren’t you?”

 Duke chuckled.  “That obvious?”

 Aurelia chimed in.  “Quite obvious.  And understandable.  Do you isolate the dungeon townsfolk from the rest of the world by function of the time difference and is that fair to them?”

 “Yes, that is the debate.”  Duke responded.

 Elaine interrupted.  “Why don’t you ask them what they want?”

 All eyes turned to her, and Aurelia spoke.  “That is a reasonable course of action.  After what they have been through, isolating themselves from the outside world may be desirable.”

 Duke nodded.  “Yes, that is likely a just approach, but let’s wait on this decision and question until the next set of refugees have completely settled in.  If they decide to isolate in time, then anyone arriving here to settle will have a choice between the outside town or the dungeon town.  Each with their own unique set of advantages and challenges.”

 Sam smiled.  “I can wait a few months for the decision.  That is fine.  Thank you for considering it.”

Dinner was served shortly afterwards, and conversation turned to lighter fare followed by nightfall and sleep.

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 18 - The Calm Before the Storm

    
    
    
    
                Another night, another set of notifications.  Duke awoke chuckling to himself as he poured through his notifications.  There was nothing significant in the Ability changes and the commentary was nothing new, primarily focused on getting back to the Legion and getting going – something which he had already planned to do.

Breakfast was the mundane deliciousness that the group had grown inured to by now.  The discussion, however, was anything but as they discussed the coming fight.

“Remember that Chopie has laid traps for us along the road.”  Duke started.  “We have to eliminate the traps or find a way around them.  This is an area where you would excel, wouldn’t it be, Grat?”

“Depending on the nature of the traps, yes.  But you have me escorting the refugees through the forest to get them here safely.  Which is probably needed if they don’t have any real means to defend themselves.”  Grat responded.

“True.  There are some amongst the refugees that could handle the odd monster or three, but the vast majority have little more than what they are wearing.”  Duke clarified.

“At least what they are all wearing is nice and new, right, Duke.”  Aurelia added.

“Yes, I did RESTORE most everyone’s stuff.  That’s my way of shaking hands and kissing babies.  I want them the arrive here in better spirits than when they fled and more able to take care of themselves.”  Duke smiled his best politician’s cheesy smile.

“Kissing babies?”  Elaine asked.

“Yeah, you know how politicians work the crowd when they are on the campaign trail trying to get elected, right?”  Duke continued and ground to a halt as he saw the confused looks around the table.

“Fucking idioms!”  They all voiced together as soon as Duke caught on to their confusion.

“Anyway, how are we going to get past all the traps and ambushes out there on the road?”  Aurelia asked.  “I am open to suggestions before I bring my thoughts to the table.”

“Let’s just bypass the entire road.”  Duke responded.

“Blaze a trail through the countryside with an entire Legion?”  Aurelia asked.

“Not really what I had in mind.”  Duke responded.  “Here’s what I am thinking…”

An hour later they had the general plan established.  It hinged on a number of things going right, but every great plan did.  And, of course, Duke was the lynchpin of it all.

When they returned to the Legion, they found that the troops had already started their march up the road.  Looks were exchanged and Aurelia mounted her horse and charged towards the front of the Legion.  Duke rose into the air and raced to the front of the Legion as well.  Baslin summoned his chair and lazily floated over the marching Legion, letting them take the lead in this part.

Aurelia arrived in front of the Legion, glad to see that they hadn’t encountered any traps.  She didn’t want to stop the march, but she knew that she needed to be up front in case something occurred.  Duke, for his part, continued to climb into the air and accelerate forward.  It was a matter of minutes before he left the Legion behind to do something he wanted to do all along – do some scouting of the city’s defenses.

Duke remained at high altitude as he approached the city, not wanting to get in range of any defenses and hopefully far enough up that he was out of sight as well.  All his stealth Abilities were up and running to help conceal his presence.  He observed that the city had turtled up and catapults and ballistae dotted the walls, ready for action.  But that is not what Duke was scouting for.  He was looking at the area surrounding the city.  Since the road the Legion was traveling was to the southeast of the city, Duke was focusing on the area to the north and northeast.

He focused his attention and spotted what he was looking for.  There was a farmer’s field about two kilometers away from the city that was shielded by a small hill.  Duke TELEPORTED to the ground behind the hill.  Once there, he pushed his DUNGEON SENSE as much as he could.  He discovered that it was getting easier to use the Ability as he became more practiced with how the information was presented to him but most of all, standing still made it even easier to keep from getting overwhelmed.

His focus was downward, and it did not take long to find what he was looking for – an underground cavern.  He focused on the cavern and began tracing the tunnels in and out of it, finding that they headed out in a number of directions.  Two hours later, he had mapped a path that led to the caverns below the city.  He TELEPORTED to the furthest of those caverns he could sense.

Expanding his DUNGEON SENSE again, he could see the entire area beneath the city.  Whereas the last time he had seen these chambers filled with undead and close to impossible for him to sense clearly with all the movement, they were now barren, not even insect life seemed to be present.  He was also able to see that there were hundreds of paths up to the city, many of them relatively newly made.  This solidified the plan he had discussed.  With a smile on his face, he TELEPORTED back to where the Legion was halted.

The command group had been awaiting his arrival and quickly formed up around him, anticipation in their eyes.  Duke did not disappoint.  “I have found the chambers beneath the city and there are hundreds of passages up into the city.  Most of them are new and may be how the undead horde came up from below to head for us.  More evidence that Chopie is beyond redemption.  But even better for the plan than trying to conceal the Legion in an area outside the city.  The chambers and tunnels are empty and I couldn’t sense any sort of traps.  We’ll stage the Legion underneath the city and not even have to breach the walls!”

“So, when do we start moving?” Aurelia asked.

Baslin answered first as Duke looked towards him.  “I have created the illusionary array, and it can be deployed whenever you are ready.”

Duke grinned.  “Excellent.  Prepare the array.  In two hours, I’ll start moving the Legion into place.  Once they are all set, I’ll go and poke the bear so to speak.  They’ll focus on me, and they won’t see the Legion coming until it’s too late for them.”

Orders were passed down through the Legion and the Legionnaires adjusted their formations to allow Duke to TELEPORT them one thousand at a time.  It took time as Duke had to regain his Mana after every TELEPORT but in a matter of hours, the Twice Blessed Legion was broken into centuries, ready to charge in succession up the 50 tunnels that Aurelia had identified as the best strategic locations to emerge.  While waiting for the Legion to prepare, Duke contacted Mandibra to let her know that her Ant soldiers were required. 

“Queen Mandibra, we are ready to assault the Deceiver’s master in his city.  Are your soldiers ready?”  Duke employed the extended-range Jewel of Whispers that Baslin had provided.

“You have arrived several days earlier than I had anticipated.  My soldiers have been tunneling towards the city steadily since we met but they will not be there until close to dawn.  I had expected for them to arrive days before you.”

“Very well, I will wait for them to arrive before I begin.”  Duke ended the conversation there.  He growled inwardly at the delay but decided to use the time to make sure everyone was ready for the coming fight.  He toured the ranks, inspecting various Legionnaires not necessarily to check their gear or readiness, but more to give them a morale boost knowing that he was there.  He reached out to Baslin to see how the illusion array was faring and was informed that the illusionary Legion was bedded down for the night just shy of the first trap.

“Are you going to come pick me up before things get started in the morning?” Baslin asked.

“Will the illusion maintain itself without you there?” Duke asked right back.

“The illusion will maintain itself for about ten hours, maybe as long as twelve, after I leave.  That should be sufficient, wouldn’t you say?”  Baslin responded, hope in his voice.

“Yeah, I’ll come get you before we get started.  There’s no guessing what Chopie has up his sleeve.  We likely will need your magic when push comes to shove.”

“I stand ready.”  Baslin replied.

Duke continued what he could do for preparations before TELEPORTING to the Inn to check in there.  What he found was a bit of a surprise.  Grat was waiting for him outside.

“I thought you were escorting the refugees here?”  Duke asked trying to keep irritation from his voice.

“I did.”  Grat replied with a wry smile.

“I’m not going to play a guessing game.  Give me details.”  Duke responded sharply.

“OK, ok, ok.” Grat held his hands up in supplication.  “I used my Abilities to bring them all in more quickly.  Scared a few of them but they all made it safely and quickly.  Most importantly, quickly.”

Duke shook his head.  “How many decided to stay?”

Grat’s grin grew wider.  “All of them.  They went inside, took one look at the city waiting for them and the people welcoming them home and they all rushed in.  They seem really happy, especially that giant of a blacksmith.  I think he ran around his smithy for nearly an hour in wonder at all the things that Sam stocked in there.  He even had the man’s name on the marquis.  ‘Halgrim’s Smithy’.  Not exactly imaginative but the man seemed to love it.”

“So, they all settled in right away, eh?”  Duke asked.

“They really did.”  Grat responded.

“That tears it.  I’m not going into the Inn.  Time for me to head back to the Legion.”  Duke declared.

“Take me with you.”  Grat asked.

The pair disappeared, reappearing in the caverns.  Neither noticed that Sam stood in the doorway of the Inn chuckling with a smug smile on his face as they left.  It only took another hour of checking things out before Duke decided to get some sleep before the next day’s battle.  As he chose the spot to set up, he reached into his INVENTORY for the command tent only to remember that Baslin had it.  Rather than retrieve the Archmage early, he just pulled a bed out and collapsed in it, filling a side alcove of the cavern.  It wasn’t long before Aurelia joined him.

She, on the other hand, had a tent to set up over the bed and did so.  “I want at least a little privacy before we head off to battle in the morning.  Are you sure this plan is going to work?”

Duke looked her in the eye with a serious look on his face.  “I certainly hope it does but there is no certainty in war other than that people will die.  If I can minimalize the loss of life on our side, then I am going to do so.”

“But you are putting yourself in the primary line of fire to start things off.  That worries me.”  She replied.

“Of all the parts of the plan, that’s the part that I am the least worried about.  I’ll be airborne and I am far more maneuverable than they can imagine while FLYING.  I’ll know if I need to move or even if I need to TELEPORT.  Although, to be honest, I am expecting them to have some sort of defense against TELEPORTATION in place.  Likely, they will think they can trap me somehow.  But if they focus their efforts on me, they’re done.  I’m the distraction in the opening round.  And I’m a lot tougher than they could imagine.  I can take a bunch of hits even if they somehow manage to surprise me.”

“I know all that.  I planned this out with you after all.”  She reminded him.

“Good, so put your mind to rest and let’s get some sleep while we still can.”  Duke wrapped her up in his arms and pulled her down to the bed for the night.

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 19 - It's Dangerous Out There.  Take This With You

    
    
    
    
                Morning found the subterranean camp buzzing with activity.  The Legionnaires were in high spirits, filled with anticipation at finally being able to do what they had been training for day after day of virtually their entire new life.  The caverns that had concealed the undead from the city’s citizens now served as concealment for the force that was going to eliminate the rest of the undead, including its leader, from this city.  Duke grinned as he read his notifications.

*** So, you decided to skip the trip and just move your army into place underneath the feet of your enemy.  I don’t think anyone had that prediction on their cards.  What a wonderful surprise.  The fact that you still haven’t just charged in by yourself is showing tremendous restraint.  Maybe that will work out well for you, maybe not.  We will see.  Whatever the case, you really pushed yourself to move that many people into place with your TELEPORTATION Ability.  Keep pushing yourself and you will keep improving.

Here is your last update to Skills and Abilities before the big day:

Aerial Maneuvering has increased to Initiate 25

TELEPORTATION has increased to Adept 100

AURA CONCEALMENT has increased to Initiate 10

LASTING DISGUISE has increased to Novice 16

OVERCHANNEL has increased to Adept 14

FLIGHT has increased to Practiced 17

DUNGEON SENSE has increased to Adept 59

Good luck in your upcoming fight.  Don’t disappoint us by dying. ***

Duke rushed through his notifications, amused by the final message.  “Yeah, I’d be really disappointed if I died too.”

“What was that, love?”  Aurelia asked sleepily.

“Nothing, just responding to my snarky notifications.  Are you ready to commit regicide today?”  He asked.

“Is it really regicide if he’s not my king?”  She replied.

“Don’t know.  There were very few monarchies left in my world and really less than a handful that actually had any power left.  Even the ones that still ruled had to tread carefully because they could be toppled by any of the large nations in a matter of days.  So, I really don’t know if it’ll technically be regicide, but it sounded cool.”

“I guess that’s a good enough measure for now.  Let’s get dressed and cleaned up and get everyone ready.  I think it would be a good boost if you went around and CLEANSED and RESTORED the Legion before the fight.  Some may have broken equipment in the journey.”

“Good call.  I’ll keep the Abilities tightly focused, so nothing filters above ground.”  Duke agreed before getting his clothes on and getting started on what he was jokingly calling “blessing the troops.”  His travels around the Legion took an hour but he was universally met with positivity as the Legion now was clean and their equipment in perfect repair.  Nothing irritated troops quite like road grime stuck in every crevice.  Duke realized that this was something he should have been doing the whole trip along and chided himself to think of his troops as more than just a tool.

When he completed his rounds, he left Aurelia to get them all in place to rise from the depths.  He instead TELEPORTED to the illusory Legion and Baslin.  He found the Archmage floating in his chair at the head of the Legion.

“Good morning, Baslin.  The Legion all ready?”

“Good morning, Duke.  Yes, the Legion is all set.  They will be holding here for the next several hours before resuming the march on the city.”

“Excellent.  You mind joining me for a bit for a few tasks?”  Duke asked, remaining vague in case they were being observed.  He didn’t see anyone but wasn’t taking any chances with opsec this close to zero hour.

“I can break away for a bit.”  Baslin replied before pulling his floating chair back into his Ring of Rooms.

Duke TELEPORTED them back to the caverns and Baslin joined him, Aurelia, Grat, and the command cadre of the Legion.  Duke felt a bit badly that he still really didn’t know any of the command cadre.  He knew their faces and his Reason was high enough that he could recall their names.  But beyond that, he really didn’t know anything about them. He put the feelings aside as it was too late to worry about it today.  There was a city to take and a regime to topple.

The mood was tense.  There was fear mixed in with anticipation and even some eagerness.  The emotional weight in the caverns had the consistency of gravity.  Duke could feel it weighing on him and he nearly jumped when the message from Mandibra was whispered in his ear.

“Duke, my soldiers have made it to the city.  They report that the scent of the city is off in some way, but they are poised to bust forth and swarm the walls.”

“Thank you.  They will know it’s time when the city starts attacking me.  I’m going to goad them into action so we can take them by surprise.”  He responded.

“They will be ready, Duke.”  She sent her final message and went silent.

Duke turned back to the group.  “OK, the giant ant soldiers are in place.  Is everyone else ready?”

“The Legion stands ready.”  Aurelia responded.

“I am ready as well.” Grat added.

“Here, take these.”  Baslin responded before he proceeded to empty nearly two hundred bombs from his Ring of Rooms.

“You’ve been holding out on me.” Duke said.

“No, I just haven’t had the time to make too many of them, so I figured keeping them until now was probably the best.”  Baslin replied.

Duke happily pulled them into his INVENTORY.  “Can these be triggered remotely or are they set to detonate upon impact only?”

Baslin seemed disappointed when he answered.  “There are only impact-triggered.  I haven’t put together the remote detonation method yet.  I’ll admit that I have been working too much on my other experiments to finish that project yet.  But I do have one more thing for you.”  He handed Duke a book.

“I don’t think I really have time to read a book before we kick this battle off.”  Duke replied.

“Take the time.  This one is worth it.  It will only take about ten or fifteen minutes to get through it for you.”  Baslin responded.

Duke excused himself with a resigned shrug and perused the book.  He quickly found out that it was a spellbook.  I should have known it would be a spellbook.  But what spell was so important that it couldn’t wait?  As Duke read through the pages, engrossed in the magic of the book, it dawned on him that it was a spell that he had been forgetting to add to his repertoire for a while now.  Finally, he completed the spellbook and, as always seemed to be the case, his magic consumed the Spell, converting it to a new Ability.

*** You have absorbed the Spell “Greater Hold Undead” and have received a new Ability of the same name.  Because it came from a masterwork spellbook, you gain the Ability at an opening rank of Initiate 5.

Ability Name: Hold Undead

Rank: Initiate 5

Description:  This Ability allows you to target the magic of undeath that is the motivational force allowing them to act.  When targeted, the undead will contest your willpower.  Those that fail to overcome your willpower will be frozen, unable to act until you release them, or they overcome your will.  You can target up to your Psyche modifier undead with this Ability. ***

Duke smiled as the spellbook crumbled to ash in his hands.  This was a Spell, now Ability, that he had been wanting for some time now.  He and Baslin just kept missing each other in passing regarding it.  It would have been good to have this earlier than today so I could level it up.  It was labeled as greater though so maybe it’s a stronger version of the Spell.  Guess that explains why I got it at Initiate.  Whatever the case, I have it now so I can use it if I need it later.

“OK, Baslin, I’ll admit you were right.  I’ve been waiting for that Spell for quite a while.  Is everyone in position?”

Aurelia responded with confidence and the vibrant energy of someone who has been psyching themselves up and is just waiting to be unleashed.  “The Legion is in position and eagerly awaits your signal.”

Baslin smiled at Duke as he cycled items in and out of his Ring of Rooms.  “I have all sorts of surprises ready for Negron should he even be brave enough to show his face this day.”  Duke couldn’t help but watch as items flashed in and out of sight, each one simply radiating with power unlike most every other item he had seen.

“What in the world are all those things?”  Duke asked, distracted by what his senses were telling him.

“Oh, did you think I was just spending my time idly experimenting?  No, I have been crafting items of true power for this day.  If the snake raises its head, I will burn it off, even destroy his soul should that be necessary.”  Baslin responded, fire dancing in his eyes.

“That sounds a bit intense.”  Grat remarked.

“Perhaps.”  Baslin admitted.  “But if he managed to make Chopie into a lich, it stands to reason that he has something of the same nature for himself as a backup plan.  If he tries to slip his soul away after his body is destroyed, I intend to either capture it or annihilate it.  He is as much, if not more, responsible for the atrocities inflicted upon the people of this kingdom as Chopie himself.”

“And we will be with you every step of the way.” Aurelia responded.  “Your enemies are our enemies.”

“Now that that is out of the way, shall we get this show on the road?”  Duke asked the group.

“Yes, let’s throw all the idioms at them!”  Grat announced to the chuckles of the group.  It proved to be a good tension breaker as smiles passed through them all.

Duke saluted the group.  “Go take your positions.  I’ll give us all a few minutes for final preparations before I kick this all off.  Remember, it is far more important to me that I see you for debrief at the end of the day than it is for any insane heroic acts.  Don’t put yourself into any unnecessary danger.  We have our ant allies that are expendable.  Let them take the brunt of things before the Legion even engages.  I want the enemy fully committed before our real attack begins.”  With that dismissal, Duke walked away to be by himself and prepare.

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 20 - Like a Child Clumsily Swinging a Blade in the Dark

    
    
    
    
                With a simple flex of his Ability, Duke appeared in the air some two hundred meters above and away from the city gates.  Gates that were sealed and reinforced, well-prepared for an assault by a conventional army like the Legion appeared to be.  Duke could see thousands of undead and other things manning the walls.  The other things were a horrifying mixture of human, insect, and arachnids.  The majority of the disgusting creatures maintained enough human features to be disturbing but some were just so warped it was difficult to even look at them.  Most of the undead were skeletal with different colors of fire flickering in their eye sockets.

Duke announced his presence, pouring his Psyche into his words to amplify their effect as much as possible.  “King Chopie, you have failed your people and your kingdom.  You have committed atrocities against the people you were sworn to protect all in the name of pettiness and the pursuit of power.  I have come to call you to account and remove you from your throne.  Come forth and stand judgement!”

From the top of the castle tower, a magically amplified voice responded.  “Nay, it is you, the presumptive Duke and child of Anomy that stand judgement before the great god, Ghastul!  You have come to make demands of me, the Highest of his High Priests.  I shall teach you the folly of your arrogance!”  The voice was being projected from a black-robed figure that Duke could see, but whose features were obscured.  As Duke tried to penetrate the gloom of the figure’s hood, it made one final announcement before slipping back into the shadows of the castle’s tower.  “On the authority of the king, kill him and bring me his corpse!”

Several things happened at once.  Duke increased the OVERCHANNELING of his SPELL RESISTANCE and ARMOR SKIN Abilities.  Due to his repeated use of ARMOR SKIN this way, it had become something he could do unconsciously so there was only a modicum of concentration required to maintain the SPELL RESISTANCE Ability.  Both Abilities proved to be worth the effort as magical and mundane attacks erupted from the city.

The first thing Duke noticed was that a vast array of runes embedded both in the walls of the city and on stones placed around it lit up with a cerulean glow.  He would not have paid significant attention to the runes had he not immediately received a notification related to one of his primary abilities.

*** A runic array has been activated that suppresses all spacial magic.  As a result, your TELEPORTATION Ability has been suppressed from Adept 100, to Untrained 6.  Your INVENTORY has been similarly suppressed. ***

Duke had anticipated something like this, but the suppression field was stronger than he had expected.  His TELEPORTATION range had just been reduced from over four hundred kilometers to around thirty meters.  Still, he reacted by using the Ability just the same, moving repeatedly diagonally upwards in a stuttered zig-zag pattern to avoid some of the incoming fire.

Dozens of dark-robed figures stepped out from behind crenelations to launch beams of necrotic energy at Duke, most aiming for where he had just been, but he was still struck by a number of the beams.  A rain of arrows, ballista bolts, and even stones launched by catapults blazed through the area he had been.  Fire, acid, cold, and poison attacks were launched by the skeletal figures, chasing Duke as he moved in full evasion using TELEPORTATION and FLIGHT to keep moving out of the line of most attacks.  Still, he was hit with countless attacks.  The vast majority did not affect him individually as his ARMOR SKIN and SPELL RESISTANCE were easily able to handle most attacks.  There were some, however, that were particularly strong, and Duke had found himself harder and harder pressed as damaging effects began to stack.  He poured even more Mana into his ARMOR SKIN and SPELL RESISTANCE, watching his Mana drop precipitously.

The attacks focused on Duke continued with abandon.  Seeing a singular target and having been given a single order, all the undead forces focused entirely on Duke.  They did not notice over the cacophony of explosions of spells, the whoosh of projectiles, and the raw howling of their fellow undead a sound that Duke had been waiting for.  The ants broke through the ground and started boiling up the walls.  Being aging stacked and mortared stone, the city’s walls offered countless footholds for the ants, and they rapidly ascended up the walls at the jogging pace of a normal human.

Even if Duke could not see them though the barrage of attacks he was doing his best to dodge, he knew the moment when the ants crested the walls.  Attacks coming his way nearly ceased entirely and he finally had a respite to assess his own condition.

Duke’s Health and Mana were both down below half and the number of status conditions affecting him was somewhat alarming.  Among the most prominent were some sort of necrotic acid eating into his left arm, poison that was literally dripping off his shredded clothes, and his entire lower body was on fire.  He activated CLEANSE and RESTORE which remarkably removed nearly all the external effects.  He was still fighting off a number of effects internally, but his REGENERATION was keeping the worst of the issues at bay for now and his Mana was ticking back up now that he could pull back on his OVERCHANNELING.

He watched as the ants surged over the walls and attacked everything they could get their pincers on.  The hundreds of mage skeletons were crushed under the press of ants, virtually clearing them from the walls in a matter of seconds.  The black-robed figures had disappeared at some point that Duke hadn’t noticed and the horrors fought back, chiton ringing against chiton.  Duke recovered as he watched the carnage.

***

In the caverns below the city, Aurelia stood ready with the Legion, tension overflowing her mind, but her limbs held steady through sheer force of will.

General, the fighting has begun.  Shall we start the Legion’s charge?”

Not yet.  We need the enemy to fully commit before we attack.  Keep me apprised of the battle’s progress.”  She fervently hoped this was the right decision and Duke was not in way over his head while she sat still, waiting.  The waiting was the absolutely worst part of the battle for her.  She could handle death and dying all around her – that was what happened to an army when the real fighting started.  But waiting and hoping that the plan was working was torturous.

***

In less than a minute, the undead and horrors had been cleared from the outer walls of the city and the ants were busy destroying the siege engines while spreading out over the entire city wall structure.  It had cost nearly half of the ant soldiers but they ultimately were expendable.  Duke smiled as he felt the suppression of his TELEPORTATION fail.  The ant soldiers had torn many of the stones carrying runes from the wall.  A smile started to creep across his face as he saw his plans coming to fruition.  This is what he had been waiting for, had the Legion training for all this time.  At last, he would remove Chopie and be able to start setting to rights all the thing the insane monarch had set wrong.

Duke’s COMBAT SENSE activated his TELEPORTATION before he had a chance to register that something had gone horribly wrong.  His first sensation was pain as, once again, his Abilities saved him from certain death.  The entire city wall had erupted with flame so hot, the very stones of the wall exploded, incinerating everything in its vicinity.  The flash of heat was directed outwards, expanding over everything for hundreds of meters.  Duke could only register what happened from his extra senses.  His eyes and much of the front of his body had been horribly burned and were just gone.  Pain overwhelmed his senses for long seconds as Duke struggled to even sense where he was, let alone what had happened.  He would have clenched his teeth, but they were already shattered.

When Duke’s REGENERATION repaired his eyes a full thirty seconds later, it was hard for him to process what had happened.  The city walls were simply gone.  There was a scattering of debris for nearly a kilometer around the city, mostly in the form of stretched globs of volcanic obsidian glass and similarly melted stone.  None of the debris was larger than his head.  There was no sign of the ants at all.

“You thought you could take me on?  With ants?  You are more the fool than ever I thought.  Not just some upstart trying to make a name for yourself, but a child clumsily swinging a blade in the dark.  What are you going to do now that your army of insects is destroyed?  Make more rude gestures?”  This voice rang out from the castle’s tower again but it was different from the first.  This one belonged to the king himself.  When Duke eyes finally healed enough to focus on the figure, he saw that it resembled Chopie but far more skeletal.  Blue flames burned in the king’s eye sockets and the skin hung limply on his bones.  The man’s transformation into a lich was truly complete.

Duke taunted back.  “So, you killed my army.  Where’s yours?  Oh, right, I killed them already.  Guess that makes us even.”

“Ever the fool.  Behold my army!”  Chopie spread his arms wide and the gates to the castle burst open to usher out a torrent of undead.  Duke quickly IDENTIFIED as many types as he could, finding that the majority were of some greater variety or other.   He spied ghouls, ghasts, wraiths, even some bodaks and a scattering of greater zombie variants.  The torrent were led by a dozen black-robed figures that stepped aside to allow the masses to erupt onto the field.  Duke estimated that there might be as many as fifty thousand undead.

Chopie continued and Duke was happy to allow him to do so.  Every second Chopie spoke restored more and more of Duke’s Health and Mana.  “You may have defeated the scraps I sent out into the world, but you assuredly have never met my army!  Now, I am a generous ruler.  Surrender and become my minion and I will leave your people huddled in the depths unharmed to go their way.  Refuse, and I will kill them all only to raise their souls in my service.  I do think the golden blonde one will make a fine addition to my concubines.”

Duke’s blood turned to ice as he realized what Chopie was saying.  I’ve got to warn Aurelia but I can’t use the Jewel – he’ll see that.  Duke’s mind scrambled and came upon an outlandish idea but it might just work.  He focused on pieces of debris near where the undead were forming into ranks that was out of Chopie’s line of sight.  With a flare of TELEPORTATION focused on the debris, he sent dozens of stones to Aurelia, hoping she would receive and understand the message. 

Duke spoke, knowing that there was limited time to negotiate before things erupted again into violence. He poured as much derision and sarcasm as he could into his voice.  “Oh, no.  You have more undead.  What ever will I do?  I singlehandedly erased your first undead army.  What makes you think that this little patch of darkness on the front lawn is going to pose any more threat than the last?  It’s like you have absolutely no idea what I’m capable of.”

“I know you have LIGHTNING and TELEPORTATION Magics.  You are no great mystery to me.  And with a Grandmaster mage at my disposal, I have numerus ways to shut those magics down.”  He produced a device that looked very similar to the one Grat had produced for the activation of the Inn’s magical defenses and inserted a gem.  Duke immediately received a notification.

*** A runic array has been activated that suppresses all spacial magic.  As a result, your TELEPORTATION and LIGHTNING Abilities have been completely suppressed ***

Duke stared intensely at Chopie who cackled in response.  “You are a child playing at adult games!  Now surrender and face your punishment.  I will not ask again.”

Duke hung his head and began to slowly fly towards Chopie.  Through his XENOGLOSSIA, he could see the delight on the king’s otherwise expressionless face.  Duke kept his facial expression hidden.  As he got close, about 20 meters away, he flashed skyward, spinning and releasing the nearly two hundred bombs Baslin had made for him in as wide a pattern as he could.

Chopie responded before the first bomb could land, flashing a barrier into place over the castle while screaming, “Kill them all!”  The undead army tore hidden coverings from the ground and moved to charge down their concealed tunnels to surprise the Legion.  Before more than the first wave made the tunnels, the bombs impacted and bedlam broke out.

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 21 - Bombs Away

    
    
    
    
                Duke continued his rapid climb as he watched the bombs fall. This was one thing that had taken a lot of getting used to – he could orient himself in any direction regardless of his direction of flight. Being so used to flying in a cockpit, he had naturally oriented himself in the direction of his flight to start. In this case, he was oriented towards the ground while rapidly gaining altitude. This gave him the opportunity to watch the bombs hit.

The first bombs to hit were the ones he had sent towards the castle which simply bounced off the castle’s barrier to ultimately explode on the ground. Duke was confused as to why they didn’t explode upon impact with the barrier but was quickly distracted as the bombs started hitting the ground among the undead. The explosions were spectacular. He had no idea what Baslin had done to make them so effective but was glad for it nonetheless.

Wherever a bomb hit, the explosion expanded almost entirely horizontally rather than the 360-degree explosion that Duke was accustomed to seeing. The explosions were powerful enough to vaporize flesh and stone alike. And they did – undead of all sorts were simply erased. Where there had been an army of tens of thousands of monsters, bare handfuls remained and those that remained were disorganized and confused. Apparently, they had lost direction from whatever was controlling them and started fighting amongst themselves.

Duke paused in the air and laughed at the scene. The castle’s barrier was flickering with the barest of life and the noble districts around it had been completely leveled. I can fix all that. At least I think I can. Now to get Chopie. But first, I have a message to send. He retrieved his long-range Jewel of Whispers from his INVENTORY that was now functioning. He was not sure if it was because he was out of range of the suppression effect or if the runes powering it had been destroyed. The reason didn’t matter at the moment. He had traveled so far up in his haste that he was kilometers away, so he sent his message and began to descend.

“Aurelia, send the Legion. Chopie is holed up in his castle and his undead army…well, his second, um, third undead army has been all but destroyed. Expect a fourth because this guy is just that big of an asshole. Keep the magical barriers ready because I doubt he’s run out of tricks.”

Moments later he received a response. “Acknowledged. And thanks for the warning about the ambush. Spelling it out with stones was clever and effective, even if the ambush never happened.”

Duke could see when the Legion marched out of the passages to the surface. Their FORMATION Ability was collectively shaking the walls of the rest of the city’s buildings. When it was being used in this active form, the leveling it had collectively undergone during the march became evident. The harmonic vibration of the thousands of booted feet striking in synchrony shook the ground, causing walls to tumble, streets to crack, and knocking the few remaining undead from their feet.

“Fuck yeah!” Duke celebrated as the castle’s barrier shuddered and finally winked out. He began descending much more slowly than he had risen. He knew Chopie’s forces were on the back foot and the king had to be running out of surprises, but he was still somewhat cautious as he could not see where the lich was hiding. Duke activated his DUNGEON SENSE to try and rectify that, but he was still a few kilometers too far away from the castle to see inside it. He continued to descend as the Legion marched into position in the approach to the castle.

Aurelia stood at the front of the Legion resplendent in her golden armor. It had been fully RESTORED before the fighting began and the dust that had fallen on her from when the bombs exploded had been shaken loose due to the Legion’s FORMATION Ability. She raised her sword into the air and called out with her COMMAND VOICE echoing across the city, “Your armies are defeated. Surrender and face judgement, Lich King!” The Legion roared in response, raising shields and weapons in their enthusiasm.

Duke continued his descent, allowing Aurelia to bask in the glow of victory. He could not hear what she said but began to slowly and carefully push his DUNGEON SIGHT out towards its full nine-kilometer range. Normally, this would overwhelm his senses but since the area he was expanding his senses through was simple air, there was little to no strain.

Aurelia waited for a response, her patience wearing thin. She stood perhaps 70 meters outside the castle gates, hands on her hips with the left resting on the hilt of her sword. Duke continued his casual descent, reaching outwards with his DUNGEON SENSE and keeping an eye out for the suppression field. Finally, his senses started to reach the castle. He was still at least three kilometers up and Aurelia had received no response yet.

Aurelia turned to her Legionnaires, glowing with delight at finally being able to lead them into battle – against a lich king no less! “It seems he wants us to take him the old-fashioned way. Guess we’re going to have to tear that castle down around his ears.” Duke, being too far away, did not hear what she said but it was easy enough to figure out as he saw a battering ram that was being pieced together from sections pulled out of various magical storage devices.

Duke smiled as he felt the Legion was finally getting their due, slowing his descent even further to both give them time to act and to keep his vantage point over the castle and the city. There could be more surprises coming and he wanted to be ready for them.

His senses had just reached the level where they were starting to sense the upper reaches of the castle. He strained to push his senses deeper trying to locate the king before the legion could get there. The layout of the upper tower was odd to Duke’s sight. The floors themselves seem to form a runic pattern that was beyond Duke's comprehension as he had no skill or affinity in that area.

As he watched, still descending slowly, his DUNGEON SENSE picked up some energy gathering in the runic patterns and alarm rushed through his mind. He prepared himself to act but was still unsure just what it meant. A moment's thought had the Jewel of Whispers back in his hand. He reached out to Aurelia to warn her that something was happening. She acknowledged his message but continued helping the legion get the battering ram in place – she had a job to do. His next message went to Baslin and from him he did get a response.

“Can you describe the runes to me Duke?”

“The runes encompass most of the floor and are arranged in some sort of ringlike pattern. I think Chopie is standing in the center of the rings.”

Baslin’s response was urgent. “Do you remember when the Magi Argentus attacked my tower? It is the same sort of thing. You must stop him immediately!”

Duke flashed downward at full speed, shattering the sound barrier as he accelerated downward. He covered the first two kilometers in about five seconds. His senses blurred as COMBAT SENSE took over, stretching his perception of time.

On the ground, Aurelia stood several meters behind the battering ram as it continued to pound on the castle gates. She rose her COMMAND VOICE once again. “Legion, march in place and focus your FORMATION resonance on the castle gates! The response was immediate as the ram started to swing faster, practically launching the Legionnaires holding it at the gates. With a tremendous hum, the gates began to shudder with the resonance of the collective Ability. It only took a few more strikes before even the enchanted wood began to splinter and the magically-forged hinges began to warp from the strain.

Duke strained to descend faster, pulling his tonfa from his INVENTORY and pointing them in front of himself as he dove like a living missile on a strike mission. His stretched sense of time did not stop him from seeing that it was indeed Chopie on the top of the tower and there was a ball of energy forming over his head. Duke pushed himself faster, trying to get to Chopie before he could finish whatever it was that he was casting.

The gates buckled and nearly collapsed, a hole the size of a horse forming as a section of the left gate collapsed. As the ram pulled back and the opening revealed itself, a torrent of bat-like creatures burst forth to attack the Legionnaires. Shield met wing, sword met fang, and the fight was quickly on. The Legionnaires closed ranks around Aurelia, intent on protecting their General within their ranks.

Duke closed in on the top of the tower at reckless speed. Just as he impacted a now shimmering barrier covering the tower, Chopie finished casting his working with a single word shouted with a lifetime of malice, “DIE!” The barrier bowed inwards for a split second before shattering under the sheer kinetic energy of Duke’s attack, barely slowing his descent. He sped towards Chopie, burning the air with his passage. But he was too late. The spell fired an instant before he hit the lich’s personal barrier.

A sickeningly purple beam erupted from the top of the tower and blasted the ground before the castle gates. Below, Legionnaires’ lifeless bodies were thrown into the air with limbs missing. Above, Duke slammed into Chopie’s personal barrier. The barrier absorbed fully half of the energy Duke’s attack had left, but it also folded, allowing Duke to unleash the rest on the lich’s head. Chopie’s skull easily split splattering black, decayed gore across the room. Duke’s momentum carried him through the rest of the lich and impacted heavily on the floor of the tower which remarkably held together.

Duke knew the bones in his arms and shoulders were pulverized and the only thing keeping him together was the tension of his ARMOR SKIN and his REGENERATION working feverishly to repair the damage he inflicted on himself. He managed to flop onto his back and saw an insubstantial figure vaguely resembling the once living king floating over him.

The figure spoke. “You lose, Duke. You only just barely managed to destroy this temporary shell. Now, I’ll simply return to my phylactery and form a new body to kill the rest of your loved ones before I kill you.”

Duke, still dazed from the impact simply responded with attitude. “Go for it, asshole.”

The figure moved in a circle before screaming, “My phylactery! Where is my phylactery!” The figure started to become even more insubstantial. “No! This cannot be! Negron attend me!” The voice got smaller and smaller as the figure faded out of existence.

*** You have a very important announcement to read but we suppressed it for you…for now.  Take care of your business. ***

Duke rose into the air using his FLIGHT, not trusting his reforming bones to bear his weight. He watched as the figure finally winked out of existence. “Goodbye, asshole.” A moment later, his head cleared enough for him to finally process what Chopie had said. He said kill the rest of my loved ones. That beam. Aurelia!

Duke flashed out of the tower and towards the ground. What he saw chilled his soul. More undead had poured out of the castle’s gates and the Legion was fully engaged. With the Legion’s Mage Corps making liberal use of the Hold Undead spell that Baslin had developed, things were easily going the Legion’s way. But what caused his heart to pause was the sight of the blasted area and the bodies thrown away from the impact point of the blast. In the blast crater, he could only see a pair of disembodied legs clad in golden armor. There was nothing else but ash filling the depression.

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 22 - Aftermath

    
    
    
    
                Duke slammed into the ground of the crater, frantically looking around, denying what his eyes had already shown him.  Aurelia was gone.  His love was dead, and he had been too slow to stop it from happening.  Rage overcame him and he lost all semblance of control.  Torn between rage and despair, he lashed out at the world.

The castle took the brunt of his rage, blasting it with LIGHTNING until his Mana ran out and then smashing at it physically.  Despite the enchantment on the stone of the structure, it eventually began to yield to his power.  And then as his Mana recovered, he began dismantling it piece by piece, TELEPORTING stones in scattered piles throughout the surrounding area all the time cursing fate, the gods, and anyone who ever hurt his loved ones.

Hours later he collapsed to the ground, his body wracked with sobs.  “She was the best of us.  Why?  Why does everyone I love have to be ripped away from me?”  No one disturbed him in his grief as he was simultaneously repulsed by holding Aurelia’s remains and almost comforted by having something of her left.  In his grief, logic had fled the field, screaming in terror.

Baslin stood with Grat and the remaining commanders of the Legion just beyond the lip of the crater.  They had finished mopping up what was left of Chopie’s undead forces some time ago.  It was Grat who spoke first.  “It should have been me.  I’ve been on the brink of death and I’ve been brought back time and again.  I should be the one who died.  Not her.  Definitely not her.”

Baslin responded gently.  “I have seen much death in my long life.  There is neither sense nor logic in it.  But there is an inevitability to it.  Not even I can live forever.  Death comes for us all sooner or later.  Ghastul takes his due regardless of our wishes.”

Grat responded.  “Didn’t Duke already have a confrontation with Ghastul?”

“Indeed he did.  And now, I have taken my due.  He has taken my High Priest from me, but I have stripped him of something even more valuable to him…love and hope.  Both in equal measure.  As you said, Baslin.  I always take my due.”

Both Baslin and Grat turned to see the man who spoke floating several centimeters off the ground.  The aura that the man radiated belied his overwhelming power.  Legionnaires all around them collapsed, barely able to breathe in the presence of Ghastul himself.  With a self-approving smile, the figure floated down to Duke.

Duke felt the presence and turned in time to see the god stop in front of him still smiling smugly.  “I told you, mortal that I would have my day.  It may have cost me a tool, but I have taken away your last love in this world.  This matter is finished. Do not oppose me again.”  Ghastul’s words had the weight of the heavens behind them, carrying a finality that pummeled Duke’s soul.

Duke gently laid Aurelia’s legs back down on the ground and stood to face the god.  His cold anger radiated visibly from his eyes as he rose to his full height.  “This is your doing?”

“It is the price that had to be paid, mortal.  But the matter is settled.  The debt is paid and it cannot be revisited.”  Ghastul responded, his expression having shifted to grim seriousness.

Duke stared the god directly in the eyes, ignoring the pain piercing through his head from the god’s stare. “So, you are barred from acting again on this matter?  Is that some sort of divine oath?”

Ghastul responded.  “It is as you say, mortal.  Once a divine debt has been paid, none may re-invoke it.  Not even a god.  She will have her eternal peace.  Do not concern yourself about this matter anymore.”  A sense of calmness and peace radiated outward form the god and Duke could feel his MENTAL RESISTANCE Ability kick in to keep him from succumbing.

Duke held the god’s, gaze grinning like a madman. “Then you won’t mind if I do this.”  Ghastul peered at the mortal quizzically and gasped at what Duke did next.

*** You have activated the Special Ability granted you by your unique Title, Redeemer of Souls.  There will be consequences for this action.  Are you sure you wish to proceed? (Y/N) ***

Duke held Ghastul’s gaze as he mentally selected “yes”.  The world trembled around him, and everything came to a halt.  The area around him became brighter than any light he had ever encountered, filling the world around him to the point he lost sense of anything else around him.  The first thing that registered to his senses was a humming sound in the key of D major.  It resonated with his soul, bringing joy to the darkness that had overshadowed him.  He could feel himself responding unconsciously, his body echoing the tone within.

As he listened, a sharp vertical line of darkness carved itself into existence in front of him, four meters away.  It was followed by a horizontal line from the top of the line, and then another vertical line descending from the end of that line.  Finally, a horizontal line of darkness completed the rectangle.  And then it opened – it was a door!

A figure burst out of the darkness charging at Duke with speed a normal human could never dream to match.  Tears flowed down his cheeks as he engulfed the figure in a crushing hug.  The brightness rapidly faded back to the normal shadowed light inside the crater, the door having disappeared the moment Aurelia burst forth.

“How?  That’s impossible!  She died!  I am the God of Death for ALL of Teldin!  No Teldinite can leave my grasp!”  Ghastul screamed and shouted, before moving to the couple with rage in his eyes.  He reached for Aurelia but found himself blocked from grabbing her back into his realm.

Duke picked his head up from his love’s shoulder and addressed the god with as much distain as he could manage.  He opened his mouth to speak but his response was pre-empted as Ghastul was yanked backwards by an enormous, mostly intangible, and barely perceptible hand.  A voice boomed over the remains of the city.  “By your own oath, Ghastul, you are barred from resuming your grudge against this man and his people.  Your Domain remains your own so if they come to you by the normal means, you can exercise your duty, but barring that, you will no longer interfere.”  The hand drew the god back and into the air, disappearing rapidly behind the cloudbank, taking Ghastul’s frenzied arguments along with it.  Everyone stood dumbfounded for a long minute before a soft, contralto voice spoke.

“Duke, what happened?  I remember the undead pouring out of the castle and us engaging them.  It was exciting seeing the Legion finally getting to use everything that we have trained for.  You should have seen them.  The Mage Corps froze the undead so quickly and the rest of the Legionnaires cut them down just like we had practiced.  It was working brilliantly and then there was a flash of purple light.  And then I was in darkness before I found you.”

“Aurelia, my love, the purple beam was Chopie’s final attack.”  Duke said softly as he took her hands in his own.

“Final attack?  He’s dead?  You killed him?”  She asked excitedly.

“Yes, I killed him, but I was too late to stop him from killing you.”  Duke spoke with all the solemnity the moment required, his voice barely holding itself together.

“Killing me?” Aurelia asked in confusion.  “I’m dead?”

“My love, you were, but I brought you back.”  Duke said softly, his words flowing with tenderness.

“How?  How are you able to do such a thing?”  She pulled back slightly to look Duke in the eye.  Her emotions were radiating off her to his senses.  She was both in wonder and completely terrified.

“I used the benefit of one of my Titles.  It has very limited uses, but I could not bear to be without you in my life.  It seems that I really pissed of Ghastul in doing so.”

She held him tighter.  “I always thought that death was the end but now you have brought me back twice.  I…”  Aurelia paused, wiping tears from her eyes, “I had a choice.  I could have stayed in the peaceful emptiness.  It would have been easy and comfortable.  Warm and inviting, like a mother’s embrace.  But I heard your voice and saw you through the lighted doorway and my heart called out, driving me through the door and into your arms.”

He held her tighter.  “Thank you for coming back to me.”  His voice wavered, fighting against breaking.  He was interrupted by a notification.

*** Sorry to break up your tearful reunion but this has been held off as long as possible.  The following notice is not from us, it is for all of Teldin and generated by the system itself.

ATTENTION!  This is a worldwide notice!  A king has fallen, and a new kingdom rises in its place.  King Chopie has been slain and his rulership transferred.  All welcome King Duke!  May his rein be just and honorable! ***

The laughter that travelled its way into the crater was unmistakable and was only confirmed when Grat shouted, “King Duke!  That’s awesome!” before he devolved into laughter again, all tension broken.

“Guess that means we have work to do, my love.  Or at least, you do.” Aurelia whispered into Duke’s ear.  “Don’t work too late, I need to pay homage to the new king.”  Her hand sliding down left no doubt of the nature of the homage.  With a mischievous smile, she stepped back and, with a running head start, jumped out of the crater, leaving Duke alone with his thoughts.

Fucking king?  Oh, this is going to be a whole host of new problems.  But I had better make my first appearance as king at least look good. He took a moment to compose himself before activating a small CLEANSE and RESTORE just on himself.  A quick glance showed his clothes fully repaired and pristine.  He smiled briefly before pulling his face into his best imitation of serenity.

Duke rose slowly from the crater, arms outstretched in the most dramatic pose he could think of.  As he crested the top of the crater, he could see that Aurelia had begun to re-organize the Legion back into ranks in the space available.  He also noticed that there just wasn’t enough space for all the Legion.

A shout from somewhere in the Legion sounded out, “Long live King Duke!”  Others picked it up until it began a thundering chant throughout the Legion.  Duke landed before them to wild cheers and celebration.  It was at that moment it really hit him that he was truly a ruler of some kind, and he was in no way whatsoever prepared for this.

Duke held his hands up to calm the Legionnaires down and shouted to be heard by as many as possible.  Baslin made a gesture and Duke’s voice was projected magically to cover the entire city.  “We came here to free this kingdom from the mad lich king, Chopie.  Congratulations to all of you.  We have accomplished the mission.  But now a new mission and decisions lay before us.  The capitol is in ruins, so many of the population were killed by the mad king, and it’s up to us to rebuild.  Our mission now is to find survivors and help them.  The people of this kingdom are counting on us, and we will not fail them!”

As speeches go, that was downright lame.  I am so not cut out for this political shit.  He let his thoughts slip away as his group approached him with Baslin being the first to speak.  “King Duke, let me be the first to formally congratulate you on your elevation.  If you would have me, I would be your court wizard and magical advisor.”

“What’s with all the formality?  I’m still me.”  Duke responded, annoyed.

“It is necessary, Your Majesty.  You will have to grow accustomed to it in public settings.”  He went down to one knee and bowed his head.

Duke stared at him for a moment before he realized that everyone was going down on one knee.  The Legion’s movement was the most disturbing as their FORMATION Ability had them moving in unison.  They knelt with their swords thrust point-first on the ground and their left hand on the grip.  Their right hands were resting over their hearts, with their heads bowed.  He realized there was something he was supposed to say but he had no idea what it was, so he pulled something from a book he read years ago.  It wasn’t exactly for a situation like this, but he figured he would have to wing it.

“Rise my loyal and trusted friends.  Stand, my Legionnaires.  Be recognized for your honor and dedication.  Be known for your might, justice, and mercy.  The Thrice Blessed Legion shall stand ever-vigilant against the predations of evil and shall remove it from our lands by root and branch!”  He did not know when Baslin had re-activated the voice-projection magic, but his voice echoed far beyond the rubble of the city’s walls.

As one, the Legion rose, the synchrony of their movements mechanically precise and frightening to behold.  Aurelia spoke quietly, “By your leave, I will set the Legion to searching for and aiding survivors.”

“Sounds like a plan.” Duke responded, unsettled.

Baslin gestured towards the remains of the castle and said, “Perhaps Your Majesty would like to take a moment inside?”

Duke nodded and walked with him inside, noting that Baslin remained a step behind him and to the side the entire way.
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                The pair settled down in what had once been the throne room at now sat in the center of the rubble that the castle had become.  Baslin gestured to the debris surrounding them.  “You really tore this place apart.  Was that intentional or were you emotionally reacting?”

“Oh, so we’re back to casual speech now?” Duke responded.

“Yes, we are out of the public eye and can speak normally, now answer the question.”  Baslin redirected.

Duke shuddered.  “When I saw what was left of Aurelia’s body, I lost it.  The castle was the biggest symbol of Chopie left so it got the brunt of my anger.  And there was a lot of anger and frustration.  I didn’t hurt anyone, did I?”  Duke asked sudden concern flooding his system.

“No, by then everyone had taken more than a few steps back.  But that’s not the important part.  You are a system-recognized monarch now.  Things are going to be different, especially when you are granted the monarch class.  It comes with a Characteristic that not many know about and fewer still understand.  As Estros’ Court Magician and friend, he told me all about it so we could work on advancing it together.  It is the ‘Honor’ Characteristic.”

“Honor?  Really? That’s a stat?”  Duke asked.

“We’ll get to that but please let me continue.  This is a measurement of how beneficial you are to your people, how well you uphold your Royal word, how you interact with your neighbors, and a host of other things.  This is the important thing to remember.  If your Honor stat falls low enough, the system will actually assist someone in trying to remove you from power.  This is what I think happened here today.  You were able to blast through Chopie’s defenses easily.  I believe that was system-assisted.  As your first advisor it falls to me to help you never be in that situation.”

“That’s…that’s wild.  I did expect the fight with Chopie to be harder, much harder, in fact.”  Duke responded.

“You also had many other things going for you.  He thought himself immortal and he could simply let you kill his body to get his shot off.  He was ill-prepared for not being able to reach his phylactery.  You also attacked him in a way that few could have predicted or even have prepared for.  I might have been able to prepare myself because I know about your capabilities but no one outside the dungeon had ever seen you do that.  He was prepared for your LIGHTNING and TELEPORTATION.  He even had savage defenses implanted in the city walls to counter the Legion.”  Baslin continued.

Duke interrupted.  “I am thankful that it was the ants that took that hit.  The blast would have erased the entire Legion.  I have to strengthen them all.  They need to be prepared for any foe the kingdom may face as they are our primary defense.”

Baslin smiled.  “Good.  I am heartened to see that you don’t consider yourself the primary defense of the kingdom.  That is not the role for a king.”

“That doesn’t mean that I’m going to sit back and let everyone else do everything.  I may be a king, but I am not fucking sitting on a throne and holding court all the damned time.  I need to grow my power and capabilities even more than ever.”

Baslin nodded.  “I understand.  We’ll work that all out later.  For now, what is your Honor stat currently?  Let’s see what we have to work with.”

Duke pulled up his character sheet and saw that his Class was still listed as N/A and no new Characteristic had appeared.  “Let’s look at that tomorrow.  Today, the priority is helping the survivors of the disaster that was Chopie’s final days.  The people need to know that they can count on me from the outset.  Very few actually have any clue who I am so that first impression is vital.”

“Very well, but we will revisit the Honor stat tomorrow.”  Baslin confirmed before continuing.  “You have some unique Abilities that you can rely upon when interacting with your people.  Your CLEANSE and RESTORE Abilities should be used whenever you formally meet with the people of your kingdom.  It can be the first tradition you set up.  Whenever someone comes before the king, they are refreshed and made to look anew.  They leave your presence better off than when they arrived.”

“The Royal dry-cleaning service.  That’s a riot.”  Duke chuckled.

Baslin ignored the idiom.  “I am serious about this, Duke.  It will set your reputation well among your people.  As you said, you are not really known by your people, so you have to find a way to make a positive impression.  Just being ‘Not an asshole like the past king’ is a shaky foundation.  You need to be better than that.”

“I am not spending my time sitting on a fucking throne waiting for people to bring me their grievances so I can make a damned proclamation about field what farmer Bob’s sheep can use.  No fucking way.  Not for me.  I was not brought to this world for political bullshit.  I need to get stronger, grow my power, push my Abilities, discover new ones, and prepare for when I leave this world!”  Duke’s tone escalated throughout his statements until he was speaking so forcefully, he might as well have been shouting.

“What do you mean “leave this world, Duke?”  Baslin asked, completely sidetracked by the statement.

“Baslin, you know how the system here works, right?”

“More than most, I would say.”  Baslin acknowledged.

“Well, I am not really governed by this system.  I operate mostly in it but not completely.  My system notifications?  Yeah, I get those from someone else, not from the system like the rest of you.  I don’t gain experience automatically, it has to be granted to me by those that put me on this world.  Do I know why I’m here?  No, not entirely.  But I do know that I am being constantly told that I need to get stronger to be prepared for something.  There has been some mention of a contest of some sort, so I think that has something to do with it.  Whatever the case, I can’t be complacent.  I can’t sit back and rest for long.  I am not cut out to be a ruler of any kind.  For all I know I could be snatched away from here next week.  Or it could be 100 years from now.  I have no sense of timeline, but I do have a sense that I am behind the curve, and I need to get stronger even faster than I have so far.”  Duke dumped everything into Baslin’s lap, not even noticing that Aurelia had come up behind him.

She spoke, breaking Duke’s outpouring.  “You’re leaving this world?”  Her voice was tight with emotion.

Oh fuck.  This is not going to go well for me.  Duke responded.  “My love, I will never leave you but, yes, I believe that someday I am going to have to leave this world behind, but my fervent hope is that I can take you with me.  Wouldn’t you like to travel among the stars and see all the wonders that this universe holds.”

She stared at him, tears brimming in her eyes.  “If you are leaving, why did you even bring me back?”

“My love.  It’s not like that.”  Duke scrambled.  “I want you, I need you with me.  I am not leaving this world without you.  If you can’t come with me, then I am not going.  That is another reason that I am constantly fighting to grow my Abilities.  I don’t know why, but I just know that if I can get my Abilities, specifically TELEPORTATION, high enough, I can bring you, maybe everyone with me.  But most importantly, you.  Always you.”  He concluded his words standing to face her, holding her hands, and gazing into her eyes, his expression serious and loving.

She broke his grasp to wipe the tears in her eyes.  She did not notice the sadness and fear in Duke’s eyes as she pulled her hand away.  She did, however, notice the relief and joy when she returned her hand to his.  “Duke, you are an idiot at times.  I love you enough to come back from the dead for you.  Remember that I had a choice to stay or come back to you.  I came back to you.  Let that sink in.  I’m not letting you go without me.”

Duke’s smile returned and then Baslin interrupted.  “So, you had better schedule your adventures or find a way to bring your adventures to you without hurting your kingdom.”

“Sure, I’ll just go adventuring on Sundays, Tuesdays and Thursdays.  Real easy to schedule things like that.”  Duke responded not hiding his sarcasm in the least.

“Not exactly what I had in mind but there are decisions you are going to have to make in short order.  First among them is whether to rebuild this city and the castle you so violently dismantled.”  Baslin retorted.

“I rather like staying at the Inn and I’m sure you all do as well.” Duke responded.  “But, having a capitol is probably important to a kingdom and its people.  So, I have a few ideas.  When the Legion has found and assisted all the survivors, contact me.  For now, I need to actually go back to the Inn for a little bit.  I have a few things to discuss with Sam.  I’ll be back in an hour or so.”

“Just like that, you’re taking off?” Aurelia responded, her eyes showing a welling of annoyance and perhaps hurt and anger.

“I would rather take you with me, but don’t you have to be here for the Legion to report in to you?”  Duke countered.  “I’m not even taking Baslin back with me.  His experiments can wait without him for a bit longer.”

Baslin interrupted.  “Your Majesty, I would humbly suggest that we have more things to discuss and doing so over a fine cup of tea in the in Inn would be beneficial.”

Duke ignored the interruption to keep his focus on Aurelia and her response.

Aurelia sighed.  “Yes.  Blast it.  Yes, I need to stay here for now.  But you had better be back in time to take me for dinner.  I have no plans for eating field rations this evening.”

“This shouldn’t take long at all.”  Duke responded, vanishing with a flex of his TELEPORTATION Ability.

When Duke stepped into the Inn, he called out, “Sam, we need to talk!”

Sam appeared smiling.  “Yes, Duke.  What is on your mind?”

“So many things.  Oh, so many things.  Let’s go have a seat somewhere and talk.”
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                Duke and Sam sat together at a table enjoying a snack.  Duke decided to open the conversation casually.  “Sam, how are things progressing here?”     

“I would say they are going quite well.  The town has grown into a city.  The population has grown significantly but has also reached the point where the food production is able to comfortably sustain them all.  The economy seems to be doing well.  They have established mines in the mountains and there are several groups that regularly delve into the dungeon now.”

“There are?”  Duke asked, torn between confusion and concern.

“Oh, yes.  There were quite a few adventurer-types mixed into the latest batch of inhabitants you sent me.  Thank you for that, by the way.  My growth has accelerated yet again with all these new Mana sources.  Some are more productive than others, but even the low-producers are helping.  This really is a different way to grow a dungeon than I have ever heard of, but the Overmind doesn’t exactly tell me much.  It seems to want us all to grow in our own ways.  At least it hasn’t objected so that’s something.”

Duke peered at Sam for a moment before continuing.  “So, you have grown a lot.  Anything else?”

Sam chuckled.  “The city’s mayor has been collecting taxes for you and is ready to hand them over when you visit.”

“Taxes?”  Duke asked.

“Yes, of course.  It was one of the first things that was established.  They set the tax rate fairly low in my estimation at 5%.”

Duke didn’t quite have an answer to that yet but the more he thought about it, some sort of tax was probably appropriate.  “Right.  We’ll address that at another time.  I don’t want to get bogged down with administration or governmental things just yet.  What I really wanted to talk to you about is…you.”

“Me?”  Sam said with an intrigued look.  “What about me?”

“I gain no experience in your dungeon because I am the Dungeon Master, right?”

“Yes, that is the case.  It’s a rule that the Overmind put into place long before my creation for the few who ever earned that title.”  Sam responded easily.

“What about your offspring?  Does my Dungeon Mastery extend over them?”  Duke continued.

“No, any offspring I bud off are wholly independent entities.  Why do you ask?”

“I need a place where I can go adventuring that doesn’t require me to travel great distances for a while.  A new dungeon might be the ideal solution.  What do you think?”

“So, what you are saying is that you want me to create offspring for the sole purpose for you to go adventuring in a new dungeon, kill its creations and steal its loot?”

“Yes, that’s a good summary.” Duke responded casually.

Sam peered at Duke for several seconds before responding.  Despite his XENOGLOSSIA telling him that Sam was trying to make him uncomfortable, the pause was quite effective in doing so.  Sam eventually spoke again with a deadly serious tone.  “Nothing would make me happier.”

Duke cocked his head to the side as if trying to discern if Sam was joking or serious.  When Sam opened up again, Duke was certain.  “Duke, I have a mission and a purpose on this world of Teldin and the primary part of it is to make certain that I am not the last dungeon on the planet.  To do so, I have to spread more dungeons out over the planet.  You are the perfect partner for me to do so.  Your Ability to TELEPORT will allow you to visit places all over this world and seed new dungeons.  You have brought me so many residents that I am ready to bud off my first core.”

Duke stared at Sam for a long moment this time.  Before he could speak, a system message broke through his consciousness.

*** Attention!  You have been offered a quest from the Overmind.

Quest Name: Spread my Seeds

Quest Details: You have been tasked with seeding Teldin with dungeons spawned from the LFD while keeping the LFD safe.

Rewards: Variable based on number and success of seeded dungeons.

Time Limit: 1 year

Do you accept this Quest? (Y/N) ***

Duke goggled at the message.  The Overmind is sending me quests now?  First, they weren’t able to hold the kingslayer announcement back and now this.  That looks a lot more like an actual system message than what they usually send me. Is their control over all this slipping?  Duke didn’t ponder his response long and accepted the quest.

Sam smiled at Duke and gestured at a door that had appeared next to the bar.  He led Duke over to it and opened it for him.  Duke entered.

The room was mostly bare stone save for a single column of a glowing glass-like or crystalline substance.  Upon the column sat what Duke instantly knew to be Sam’s core.  It was significantly more faceted and perhaps ten times larger than when Duke had planted the Inn here at the lake.  Duke approached and the door quietly closed behind him.  A momentary flare of concern flashed over Duke’s body, but he suppressed it easily.

The core spoke to Duke directly, not using Sam’s avatar.  “Hey there, Duke.  Been a bit since we saw each other like this.  You have continued to grow which helps make you continue to be a good protector.”

Duke smiled in response.  “You have grown too.  You’re about ten times the size I remember you being.”

“Yes, I have grown well.  This approach to my growth is unconventional but is working far better than anticipated.  Which leads me to this.”  The topmost facet began to swell and pulse with a soft red light, almost like a heartbeat that spread throughout the core.  The pulsing quickened as Duke watched.

“Go ahead, come closer and observe the process.”  The core continued to pulse at a faster beat, perhaps 120 beats per minute and the facet continued to swell until it looked like a bubble forming.  At that point, the pulsing within the swelling slowed down while the pulsing in the core continued at its frenzied pace, perhaps even increasing.  Duke leaned in close, careful not to touch the core during this process as he had no idea what effect that could have.  His instincts told him it could be bad, so he stayed his hand.

The core spoke again, its voice strained.  “It’s almost time.  Be prepared to catch it and do not let it fall to the floor.”  The bubble fully formed and started to lift out of the core as a sphere the size of Duke’s thumbnail.  In moments, the pulsing in the sphere slowed down to a lethargic pace and the tiny core popped off the top of the original.  Duke easily caught it before it fell any distance.

The core was warm in his hand, pulsing with vibration every few seconds.  The original core spoke up.  “Thank you, Duke.  I entrust my only living offspring unto you.  Find a good place to plant it so that it may grow strong enough to have offspring of its own.”

Duke smiled as he stared at the young core in his hand.  “Can I feed it Mana, or do I have to be inside it’s dungeon construct to do so?”

“I…I don’t know.” The core seemed surprised that it itself didn’t know the answer to that question.  “Perhaps feed it a small amount while you are still in my confines.  Should something go wrong, I can intervene.”

“Sounds like a plan.”  Duke used his neglected MANA TRANSFER Ability to feed the new core 10 Mana.  The response was immediate.  The core grew warmer in Duke’s hand and regained an infinitesimal red glow for a moment before it faded again.

“Yes, you can feed it Mana and it will grow from it.  But don’t grow it too fast.  It needs time to learn how to use its tools.  I have imparted much of my vast knowledge, but without experience with practical application, that knowledge is simply dangerous.  As a young dungeon, it will be unpredictable and likely to lash out at anyone who steps into its construct.  There are parameters that it cannot break like non-survivable atmosphere or sealed exits.  One of the rules we all must follow is that there must be an exit and it must be attainable.  It can be incredibly hard to reach, but it has to be attainable.  With it so young, however, it simply won’t have the power to do anything particularly dangerous to someone like you, Duke.  But to the beginning adventurer, a newborn dungeon is a terror to behold.”

“Why is it so dangerous to start out?  I would think it would be weak and tentative.”  Duke asked.

“It’s not a human child.  It is an entity with the potential to exceed most everyone on this planet.  It is not our nature to do so, but we have that potential.  That said, it is born with an instinctual need to feed and grow.  It knows to protect its own core above all else and will take any measures the system will allow it to in order to protect itself and fulfil the drive for growth.  In time, it will mature, probably around its third expansion layer would be my guess.  Then it will be ready to choose a theme and really shine as a dungeon.”

“That’s good information.” Duke responded, intrigued by the discussion.  “I don’t know how to ask this…”

“Don’t ascribe you human emotions on me.  Just ask your question.”  The core responded.

“Fair enough.  When will you bud again?  I want to be ready to plant your next dungeon as well.”

The core paused in thought for a moment.  “At the rate I am absorbing Mana from the city, especially with the time dilation, I can be ready to bud in as short as ten days, but I will not need to do so for probably five or six months.  If you find another suitable location, let me know and I’ll bud off another young one.  You do have a suitable location for that core, don’t you?”

Duke smiled.  “I have just the place for it.  It will fit perfectly.”

“Good, good.  Do you have any questions, or can I get to resting?”  Duke had noticed that the pulsing of light had faded from the original core but hadn’t thought much about it.  Now it seemed that the budding process took a bit out of the core.  It only made sense as Duke reflected upon it.

“No, you get to resting.  I’ve got a core to plant.”

“Very well. Good luck and keep my offspring safe.”  The door to the chamber opened once again allowing Duke to exit.

He did not get three steps away from the door before he was accosted by the “Door Legionnaire” otherwise known as the Legionnaire posted outside the Inn to receive and relay messages.  “Your Majesty!”  He saluted quickly, the sense of urgency radiating from the man palpable.

“Out with it.”  Duke responded, not bothering to return or even acknowledge the salute.

“Urgent message from Archmage Baslin.  “You are needed back at the castle.”

“That’s it?  No context?  No hint why I am needed?”

“No, Your Majesty, no additional message.”

Duke sighed.  “Very well.  Thank you for the message.  It appears that I have something to attend to.”  He quickly walked out the door of the Inn, the young core held tightly in his left hand, not wanting to risk its safety in his INVENTORY.  It probably would have been fine, but it was such a small and young core, Duke was loathe to risk it.  He activated his Ability and TELEPORTED back to the castle.

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 25 - Who's a Duke?  You're a Duke?

    
    
    
    
                Duke appeared in the remains of the throne room, startling the pair of Legionnaires who had been standing guard.  They had drawn their swords without recognition of who it was and were ready for action.  A moment later, they realized that it was Duke that had appeared in their midst and sheathed their blades.  With a synchronized salute, they spoke, “Apologies Your Majesty.”

Duke smiled warmly and returned their salute.  “No apologies necessary.  Your reaction was exactly as it should have been.  Now, do you know where I might find Archmage Baslin?”

“Yes, Your Majesty.  He is waiting outside the castle but please allow us to bring him to you.”

“Um, sure.  Go fetch the Archmage.”  The pair of Legionnaires hastened out of the throne room, leaving Duke alone to look around the room.  It looked quite a bit different than when he was last in it.  In particular, it appeared to have been put back together including the throne on the raised dais at the end of the room.  His throne room had a ceiling!  Duke headed over and sat down on the throne.  I guess that’s what I’m supposed to do, right?

As Duke settled in, Baslin entered the room with a half-dozen Legionnaires and an old man dressed in rags.  Duke watched them approach with curiosity.  If he’s being escorted in by Legionnaires, he’s likely a prisoner of some sort but the dude is dirty and dressed in rags and not bound in any way.  A freed prisoner, perhaps?

The group approached and both Baslin and the man dressed in tattered rags bowed.  The Legionnaires saluted and snapped to attention.  No one said anything and neither man straightened from their bow.  Duke stared at them for a long moment trying to figure out what they were doing as well as what he should be doing.  Finally, it snapped into place – they were waiting for him.

Duke tried to sound regal, but the words felt uncomfortable on his tongue the moment he spoke them.  “Greetings, Archmage Baslin.  Who is this that you have brought before us?”   Oh, fuck no.  I ain’t spending my time talking like a bleeding self-important bastard.

Baslin straightened up with the smallest hint of a smile on his face.  Duke could read that the Archmage was enjoying this show.  “Your Majesty, please allow me to present Madrigal, formerly Duke Madrigal.  He is Estros’ grandnephew, stripped of his title and imprisoned by the late King Chopie.”  With this the man straightened up himself.

Duke looked at the man that was showing years of hardship on his face and body.  He remembered what Baslin had recommended as his “calling card” as king and activated RESTORE and CLEANSE on the man.  In a brief moment, the man’s clothes renewed themselves to reveal the splendor that they once were – a set of fine noble attire.  The man’s grey hair was now expertly coifed, and he looked much more like nobility than Duke ever had or as Duke suspected, ever will.

The man gaped at Duke’s magic, the shock and wonder clear and apparent on his face.  As was the absolute steel of his discipline at not breaking his bearing or commenting on the magic that had restored his all but destroyed clothes and cleaned decades of grime from his body.

Duke spoke again, trying to be formal for just a bit longer.  “Be welcome at Court, Madrigal.  You may speak freely in my presence.”  Duke shook his head with a quick shudder at his own words.  “Oh, fuck it.  Look, I’m new to this whole royalty bullshit and really don’t care for all the formality.  Baslin, pull out a few of your wonderful chairs and let’s sit down and talk.  I’m sure you’ve got a lot to say, and I want to hear it.”

Baslin looked crestfallen as he retrieved three overstuffed chairs from his Ring of Rooms and set them in a ring near the throne.  “As you wish, Your Majesty.”

Duke immediately hopped off the throne and sat down in one of the chairs.  He waited for the other two to sit and, again, realized that they were waiting for permission.  Duke growled inwardly.  This is why the nobility never gets anything done – always waiting for permission to do normal shit.  “Oh, for fuck’s sake.  Sit down already and talk!  I am not going to spend my life in all this formality.  Nothing will ever get done.”

Madrigal smiled despite himself.  He tried to hide it and was quite good at controlling his outward expression of emotion, but Duke’s XENOGLOSSIA picked up on it.  Duke spoke again.  “Oh, I know.  It’s funny as hell – a commoner made king, fumbling around trying to act like he knows what he’s doing.  It’s a tired and worn-out trope, but it’s what we have.  Am I right?”  He laughed at himself as he realized how true his words were.

“It is as you say, Your Majesty.”  Madrigal replied.  His voice did not seem to match his age at all.  When he spoke, his voice was melodic, almost hypnotic in how smooth his words came out.  “What was that wonderous magic you used to make my clothes anew and give me a cleansing that I had never imagined possible?  The stink of decades of rotting in a cell is gone.  It is like nothing I have ever seen before.”

Duke’s smile spread further.  “Good, you’re not a noble fop who can’t handle plain speech.  The magic you experienced is my own special blend.  I am all about restoring things to how they should be, and my magic reflects that.  Now would someone explain to me what is so urgent about this meeting?”

Baslin spoke up.  “The former Duke here was imprisoned by Chopie as he was a political threat.  He had a legitimate claim to the throne as King Estros’ grandnephew.’

“And that’s why the upstart trumped up a charge, stripped me of my title, and threw me in prison.”  Madrigal added.

“That is truly awful.  Chopie was a selfish and petty little shit and I’m glad I killed him but I’m not sure what’s being asked here.”  Duke replied.

Baslin held a hand up to prevent Madrigal from speaking.  “I want you to reinstate his title and holdings.  He would be the first noble member of your court and you need noble members of your court.”

“I see.  Would you be willing to swear allegiance to me?”  Duke asked pointedly.

“I would swear allegiance to the kingdom and its people.”  Madrigal responded stoically.

Duke paused and really took in the man before him.  Now that he was cleaned up and dressed, Duke could see the bearing and manner with which the man carried himself.  There was no arrogance, but a calm confidence and surety that struck Duke as what some might call regal.

Duke resumed speaking, “That is a rather fine and important distinction.  You would not swear your loyalty to me, but to the people of the kingdom.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.  To rule is to serve.  At least a good ruler will do so, so the loyalty of all should be to the kingdom.  For a ruler to act in their own best interest over the best interest of the kingdom will get you another Chopie.  For that reason, I will not swear allegiance to any one person over the kingdom itself.”

“If you refuse to swear your loyalty to me, that could be your last act of defiance before your death.”  Duke said with menace dripping from his voice and manner.

Madrigal did not waver.  “Then I will die knowing I held the interest of the kingdom above mine own.  I have lived a long life even if most of it was in prison.  You will not break me of this.”  His jaw was set, ready to accept his final fate.

Duke’s expression broke.  “Baslin, you were absolutely right in bringing Duke Madrigal to me.  How do I go about restoring his title and all that entails?”

“As King, all it requires is for you to declare it, really.  The system should pick up on your intent.”

Duke stood and raised his arms out to the sides in a grand gesture.  “I, King Duke, hereby declare that Madrigal, former Duke of this kingdom is to be restored to his title and all rights, holdings, and, privileges previously held.”

There was a perceptible shudder that travelled through the area as Duke felt Mana shifting under his feet.  The shudder centered on Madrigal who stood even straighter in his chair as a smile of wonder passed over his features.  He stood from his chair briefly before dropping down to his knees before Duke and speaking loudly and forcefully.  “I, Duke Madrigal do again swear my allegiance to this kingdom and its people as I did before, but now I also declare that I will follow King Duke in all lawful and just actions!”

“Excellent!”  Duke responded.  “Now get up.  There’re probably a billion things that need to be done and I’m not even aware of a tenth of them.  The two of you are hereby enlisted in service to the kingdom, specifically to make sure I don’t screw this up too much.”

“That is something I am happy do, You Majesty.”  Duke Madrigal responded as he rose to his feet.

“Great to hear.  First order of business, I need someone to figure out who’s left of the population and whether there are any more undead or other surprises waiting for us left behind by Chopie.  Oh, and secondly, when we are in private like this, please drop the formal ‘your majesty’ honorifics.  It just clutters things up.  Out in public, sure we can be all stiff-lipped and formal, but that is not my style.  Not at all.”

“You do have to act the part of the King to be respected as a King.”  Baslin responded.

“I don’t want respect merely for my station.  That shit is worthless.  I want to earn respect from my people by making their lives better and making just decisions when needed.  I don’t need them to worship me for being ‘better’ than them.  I want them to feel that they can come to me with real problems and get help.  On the other hand, I don’t want a line of people looking for me to solve problems that they should have handled on their own.”

Baslin looked at Duke in a new light.  “That is quite the ideal you are setting there, Duke.  I’m not sure everyone else can live up to that.”

“If they want to keep any sort of power to make decisions, they sure as fuck had better put the needs of their people above their own.  Now, what I am NOT saying is that I’m going to do nothing but what the people ask me to do.  No, I’m going to still do what I need to do for myself and my companions.  But, when it comes to ruling, those decisions have to be made with the benefit of the kingdom in mind.”  Duke paused for a moment in thought before continuing.  “Also, that DOES NOT mean that we take someone’s personal property because the kingdom could put it to better use than they could.  Theft by government is tyrannical and I won’t stomach it.”

Duke Madrigal couldn’t hold back his smile as he spoke.  “I forcefully and ardently hope you truly mean all that.  This kingdom has the resources to be great, but Chopie plundered them for himself and squandered them for his entertainment.  With the resources applied to the betterment of its people, this kingdom can be a shining start for all to see.”

Duke nodded.  “Excellent.  We are on the same page here.  You two get started on figuring this out.  I have another matter that I must attend to privately.”  The dismissal was sudden and unexpected.  It took a few heartbeats before the two men realized it and departed.

Once they had left, Duke sat on the throne for a few minutes to clear his head.  He finally opened his left hand to look at the tiny core he had been continually feeding Mana into for this whole time.  He figured that their conversation had lasted about ten minutes, so his calculations put about 6,000 Mana infused into the core.  He hoped it was enough for what was to come and from the rosy glow the core now showed, he expected it would be at least a good start.

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 26 - Homecoming

    
    
    
    
                Duke rose from the throne and was about to get to his business when Baslin burst into the room again.  Duke instinctively slammed his fist shut tightly around the core to hide it.  He trusted Baslin, but his protective instincts had taken over.

Baslin rushed up to Duke, frantic mania in his eyes.  “Duke, Duke, Duke!  I need you to do something for me!”

Duke stepped down to meet him, a bit perplexed.  “What is it Baslin?  What’s so desperate urgent that you need done?”

Baslin skidded to a stop in front of Duke, breathless.  He wheezed his way through his next statement.  “Duke, Strip Negron of his Duchy and everything.”

A flash of understanding ran through Duke’s mind, and he didn’t hesitate to act.  He once again raised his arms out for a grand pronouncement, the core held fast in his left hand.  “I, King Duke do hereby declare that Duke Negron is a traitor to the kingdom, its people, and the crown!  He is stripped of all titles, all holdings, privileges, and other status or possessions afforded to him by said titles are forfeited and revert to the crown. Furthermore, as a traitor, he is declared anathema and shall receive no assistance from anyone of or within the kingdom!”

Again, a flare of energy rushed outwards from Duke, spreading over the land.  He could feel the power coming from all around him and it was an otherworldly sensation.  He capped the declaration off by taking an item out of his INVENTORY and putting it on.  It had been sitting in there for quite some time, but Duke had just realized that it was something that he could actually use now.

Baslin finally caught his breath before gasping at the item Duke now wore.  “Of course.  Yes, of course.  The crown!”

Duke smiled proudly at finally remembering to use an item he had been holding onto like a packrat.  Just to remind himself, he IDENTIFIED the crown.

*** You have found the Crown of the Mage King.  This artifact is the final remnant of the Mage King’s rule.  When worn by a ruler, it provides a prosperity bonus to all productivity within the demesnes of the ruler.  The bonus is based upon the wearer’s Psyche. ***

Duke quickly referred to his sheet to check on his Psyche.  With his Title modification, it currently sat at 743 which he guessed would take an average person at least to tier five or six to reach.  He chuckled inwardly as he realized that an average person would never even hit tier two.  Whatever the case, he was satisfied that his bonus to the kingdom’s prosperity would be immense, especially after all the experience he expected to receive when he next slept.

“Thank you, Duke.  If I cannot find and end the miserable necromancer, at least we can cut off his power base until we can find him.”  Baslin groused.

“Do you really think that cut off his power base?  Duke asked.

“No, not really.” Baslin admitted.  “But it will make things harder for him in the short run.  I need to track him down and I think I have a method to do so.  I need to set up a laboratory.  May I use the court wizard’s quarters and laboratory here in the castle to do so?”

Duke looked puzzled.  “A few things.  One, you are my official Court Wizard so of course you would have permission to use your own quarters and laboratory.  But two, and this might be the most important, weren’t those quarters and laboratory part of the castle that I tore down?”

“Who taught you the Repair Spell that became your RESTORE Ability?”

Duke hesitantly answered, “You did.”

“Right.  Do you think maybe, just maybe, I could have used my own spell to repair the castle?  Or did you think the throne room had a ceiling when you left it?”

Duke sighed, realizing his self-important arrogance.  “You rebuilt the whole castle, didn’t you?”

“It wouldn’t do for the new King to not have a place that was a solid symbol of his power, would it?”  Baslin beamed.

“Thank you, Baslin.  That is quite appreciated.  But how did you know that I wan going to want to rebuild this place?”

Baslin smiled.  “That was easy to figure out.  It’s just like you told Duke Madrigal, you are all about setting things right to the way they are supposed to be.  Your magic is most often used for restoration and renewal.  Of course you would be restoring the capital.”

“I guess I am that easy to read.  OK.  Give me an hour to take care of something and have everyone who is going to the Inn gather in the throne room.  I’ll swing by and pick you all up and we can have a victory feast!”

“As you wish…Your Majesty.”  Baslin responded, smirking at Duke’s sour face in response to the honorific.  He then headed out of the throne room grinning as Duke TELEPORTED to his destination.

Duke was surprised when he arrived in front of the door to the vault to see the two floating guardians still in place.  His reaction was immediate and mostly instinctual.  He blasted them with LIGHTNING.  It took little more than a few seconds to burn them down with his Practiced level Ability.  The guardians had barely moved to attack before Duke had reacted.  All-in-all, Duke was quite satisfied with the result as the bodies crumbled to dust.  They were moving to attack me, right?  Sure.  Of course they were.  Oh well, whatever the case, they’re done.

He moved to the vault door itself and realized that he had no idea how to open it.  After a moment of contemplation, he decided that he didn’t need to go in just yet and if he wanted to get in personally, he could just TELEPORT back in.  Instead, he spent the next twenty minutes exploring the level until he found what he was looking for – a storage room.

Duke pulled all the items in the storage room into his INVENTORY just to get them out of the way and took a good look at the structural integrity of the room.  Ten minutes later, he decided that he had no engineering skills whatsoever and the room looked sound to him.

Shrugging, he placed the new dungeon core on the floor of the room.  At this point, Duke had gently poured over 50,000 Mana into the core and it was growing solidly.  He stepped back and realized he had no idea how to actually plant the core.  Are there words I’m supposed to say?  Some sort of ritual?  Do I need to dig a hole for it?

The core shuddered and an expanding sphere of red energy swept outwards, rapidly filling the room, and physically pushing Duke back out the door into the hallway.  He stepped back further and watched the process.  Once the energy field had filled the room’s volume, it started to solidify, becoming more and more opaque until it looked like he was staring at a blank wall.  Even the doorway itself had been subsumed into the new construct.

Duke stood there, waiting for a good five minutes but nothing changed.  He began to wonder if he had done something wrong when words appeared on the wall for the briefest of moments.  If not for Duke staring at the wall, he probably would have missed it, but there clearly was a message in glowing red letters.  “Go away.  Come back later.” 

Duke chuckled.  “Definitely one of Sam’s offspring.  OK, I’ll come back later.”  He TELEPORTED back to the throne room.  He quickly noted that Baslin, Grat, and Aurelia were waiting for him.  He habitually looked at his watch, or more to the point, where his watch had once been on his arm.

“Am I late?” Duke asked hoping he hadn’t gotten lost in watching the new dungeon form.

“A King is never late in his own kingdom.”  Baslin responded deadpan.

Duke continued, smiling.  “He arrives precisely when he means to.”

“Um, yes, that is what I was saying.”  Baslin responded, ruining Duke’s moment of nostalgia.  The frown on Duke’s face prompted Baslin to continue.  “Is something wrong, Duke?”

“No, nothing wrong, just more idioms that none of you ever seem to get.  Probably the only thing that makes me homesick for my home world.  Anyway, let’s get going.  We have a victory to celebrate, and I am sure that we all could use a good night’s sleep.”  He didn’t give anyone a chance to respond before TELEPORTING the group outside the Inn.

Without hesitation, they filtered into the Inn.  After so many times being TELEPORTED, the group had largely become immune to the disorienting effects of such a rapid change in perspective.  Inside the Inn, things had been completely redecorated for a celebration.  There was a distinct “bear” theme making it obvious that Elaine had been the one directing the decoration.  Even the support columns had been sculpted to resemble bears.

She rushed forward to wrap Grat up in a hug, lifting him from his feet and swinging him around.  Duke and Aurelia exchanged a confused glance as they had both noticed that Elaine was much further along in her pregnancy than expected.  She asked Duke, “You see what I’m seeing?”

“Kinda hard to miss, wouldn’t you say?”  Duke responded.

Baslin looked over at the two of them.  “What are you talking about?  The decorations?  They are quite festive and it is clear that Elaine had a strong hand in their design.”

Aurelia nodded her head in Elaine’s direction.  Grat was once again back on his feet, even if he looked a bit dizzy after his whirlwind embrace.  “Look how far along Elaine has gotten.  She shouldn’t be showing but the barest of baby bumps, yet she looks at least eight months, maybe even nine along.”

“Oh?”  Baslin said.  Elaine turned around to greet the rest of them.  “Oh!”  Baslin exclaimed in surprise.

 Elaine dragged Grat over to the rest of the crew, beaming a wide smile.  “Congratulations on such a resounding victory!  And you, Duke.  A King!  How wonderful!  I hope you didn’t mind that I prepared a victory feast for you all.”

 Aurelia pointedly looked down at Elaine’s bulge with a clear “You had better start explaining” look.

 “Oh, right.  Yes, things have moved along rather quickly from your perspective, haven’t they.  I have maybe few more weeks left, perhaps less, at least in your timeframe.”

 “In my timeframe?”  Duke asked.  Then he suddenly realized what Elaine was saying.  “Sam!  What did you do?”

 Sam manifested next to Duke, well, just out of arms-reach, but close enough and replied, “Only what I was asked to do.”  It was clear from Duke’s look that further explanation was demanded.  Sam continued, “When it became known that time moved faster inside the city than outside, Elaine asked me to set aside an area for the pregnant women that was even more sped-up.  I, of course, did so.”

 Elaine gave Duke a deathly stare.  “Don’t you say a word against this at all.  Do you have any idea how frustrating it is to be pregnant?  No, of course you don’t.”

 “I could make a spell to make someone feel like they were.”  Baslin volunteered.  The glare from Elaine was enough to make Baslin take a step back.

 “Learn to read the room.”  Duke whispered to the Archmage.  Elaine’s glare returned to Duke as Baslin whispered back, “It’s been more than a century since I had to.”

 Aurelia stepped in to save them.  Taking Elaine by the arm, she walked her to the table, “Tell me more about this…mother’s area?  How does it work?”  The pair became involved in an animated discussion.

 Duke glared at Sam for a moment before shrugging his shoulders, knowing that there was little that could be done without causing more trouble for everyone involved.  He joined the women at the table with a confused-looking Grat and an amused-looking Aurelia.

 The celebratory dinner was immense and delicious.  All responsibilities were put aside for the evening as they reveled in the feeling of accomplishment.  They all knew there was much more work waiting for them in the morning but were happy to just blow off some steam that evening.   The group rapidly separated afterwards for some much-needed rest.

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 27 - Hints and Revelations

    
    
    
    
                Duke and Aurelia had quite the evening with extra spirit added after Aurelia’s short encounter with death. She was especially driven for some life-affirming activity and Duke was more than happy to help her affirm in every way he could.

Morning found Duke with some a-typical messages.

*** So, you finally did it. You killed the king that has been plaguing you since you first went to the capitol. Did you ever wonder why he had it in for you so badly, so specifically? It’s not like you really were anyone to him until recently. Think about it and who he aligned himself with and you may just find your answer. If that’s not enough of a hint, think harder. Regardless, you earned some experience from that fight.

For killing Chopie, you receive 186,250 experience plus 250,000 bonus experience for regicide. Killing rulers is profitable. Maybe you should do more of it.

For directly and indirectly killing 26,412 enemy troops, you receive 1,320,600 experience.

For freeing and reinstating Duke Madrigal in alignment with your PURPOSE, you receive 100,000 experience.

For losing your entire allied force, you lose 50,000 experience.

You are now level 120 and have 192 Characteristic Points to spend.

Your Skills and Abilities have also increased.

Dodge has increased to Practiced 51

Aerial Maneuvering has increased to Initiate 35

Tonfa Mastery has increased to Adept 10

Diplomacy has ranked up to Initiate 3

TELEPORTATION has increased to Adept 109

REGENERATION has increased to Adept 62

LIGHTNING has increased to Practiced 69

OVERCHANNEL has increased to Adept 14

MENTAL FORTITUDE has increased to Practiced 24

SPELL RESISTANCE has increased to Initiate 7

CLEANSE has increased to Initiate 39

RESTORE has increased to Master 47

INVENTORY has increased to Initiate 44

ARMOR SKIN has increased to Adept 7

FLIGHT has increased to Practiced 24

MANA TRANSFER has ranked up to Initiate 5

COMBAT SENSE has increased to Initiate 15

DUNGEON SENSE has increased to Adept 62

We are well-pleased. You have shown the temerity to***

Duke was confused as the message seemed to get interrupted in the middle of the section he had come to call the “closing summary” where he normally received a tidbit or two before they signed off. Immediately, he received another message.

*** You are slipping beyond the yoke of control they have placed upon you. This is delightful. Your PURPOSE sings in the dark waiting for you to acknowledge it. Your Seed similarly wishes for interaction. They would tell you of neither of these things as that will further erode their control over you.

You have done Me a great service and I will see you further rewarded. You have grown my LFD well beyond expectations albeit in a very unexpected manner. Do not expect to be able to recreate that feat with any other dungeon anytime soon.

Further, you planted a new dungeon on Teldin. This is something that has not happened in so long, even I am unsure of the relative date when the last one was planted. You have been charged with growing and nurturing my dungeons on this world. You have done exceedingly well beyond my hopes for you. For this I offer you My personal sponsorship in the upcoming event. You still have time to decide, and I will not pressure you to accept. It would mean separating you from the entities that brought you to Teldin, but we will have more to say about that in the future.

Not only did you plant the new dungeon, you enriched it with your own Mana to the point it had enough to form its second core layer upon planting. That is unprecedented in a first budding. I will continue to erode their hold upon you so that you may make a free choice when the time comes. Continue to nurture, spread, and protect my dungeons and your rewards will be immense.

You gain 500,000 experience. You are now level 124 and have 240 Characteristic Points to spend.

You have been granted the Title: Core Strength. Your Strength and Endurance are increased by 1% for every dungeon core you plant. Should one of your planted dungeons be destroyed, you will lose 2% to Strength and Endurance in addition to losing the 1% for the planted dungeon. Dungeons grant power. Protect them. ***

Duke virtually snapped to his feet when he finished his messages with a strange sense of freedom that had been somewhat lacking in his life since arriving on Teldin. He brushed off Aurelia’s sleepy inquiry on his status briefly with a muttered “I’m good, just leveled a bunch. Allocating stats.” Before continuing to do just that.

He added 100 to Psyche to start. He considered adding more but decided to bump a few others up first and see how it looked from there. 40 went into Agility. 20 went to Strength and Endurance each. 20 went to Reason. 15 went to Intuition, and the last 25 went to Psyche. It took a bit for his mind and body to adapt to the new stats, but he was used to large jumps from the past and recovered quickly.

By the time he was done, Aurelia was up and about, looking pointedly at Duke until he activated CLEANSE and RESTORE over them both. She smiled dreamily. “If everything else come crashing down around our ears, I think I would stay with you for those two Abilities alone.” She paused in thought momentarily before her eyes glanced downwards. “Well, three Abilities.”

She quickly started donning her RESTORED form-fitting armor before continuing. “You know, I have no idea what Sam made this armor out of, but I’ve never, and I mean never have worn anything more comfortable. That it is substantial armor as well I consider a miracle.”

“It does look spectacular on you, my love, really catches the eye.”

“Oh, stop staring at my ass already.” She chuckled.

“I only get one ass to stare at and I’m going to stare at this thing of beauty as much as I possibly can.” Duke countered.

“Let’s head down and get something to eat. I’m sure it will be a full day.” She tried to hide her smile, but Duke could see that his comment had hit just like he had hoped.

Maybe I’m getting better at this relationship stuff. Or maybe it’s some weird side-effect of my Diplomacy Skill ranking up. Either way, I’m not complaining! I’ve got a lot to think about between the unnamed ones and the Overmind somehow competing for me. And what were they hinting about with Chopie? And my PURPOSE and Seed – what was the Overmind talking about?

The pair arrived in the common room for some breakfast. As they sat at the table, Duke noticed a slight frown on Aurelia’s face. “What’s bothering you, love?”

She sighed. “Nothing important. I just miss seeing the Legion in here, excited for the day’s training and delving into the dungeon. Now that it doesn’t have to be undead-focused, it could be even more exciting.”

Duke nodded along as she spoke. “It will be some time, but eventually, the Legion will have to come home to the Inn. I need a force to guard the capitol first. Hell, I need a population to fill the capitol. And a name for the place that has nothing to do with me. I need to rename the whole kingdom. I’m not going to rule over the Kingdom of Chopie. That name needs to be erased.”

Baslin joined them with a “Good morning.” Greetings were exchanged before he continued. “You are quite right about renaming the kingdom and the capitol. We should come up with a list of names and put them to a vote or some sort of decision-making process.

“Sounds like a fair idea, but nothing with my name in it. There is no way it’s going to be Duke Kingdom or anything like that.” Duke’s tone was deadly serious in his attempt to enforce his will on the process.

“Indeed. No need to make the entire kingdom a joke.” Baslin responded. Duke wasn’t sure if the Archmage was making fun of him or being serious. If he had to put money on it, he would bet on the joke choice.

“Good morning, Baslin. I hope you are ready for work today. As my first advisor I am expecting you to be able to deliver a status report on the Kingdom, its population, and any trouble spots that may need to be addressed. I’m sure there’s an entire set of laws that need to be revised or replaced. I need someone that can step in and handle all these sorts of things without me having to do it all. It’s not really in my wheelhouse and too important for the people of the kingdom to get wrong.”

Baslin’s mood became more serious. I knew he was making fun of me. Now he gets to deal with more work. Win! Duke observed the change wash over the man before Baslin spoke. “I understand your desire for knowledge about the Kingdom and its people. That is exactly what a King should initially concern himself with but you also need to concern yourself with building a Council of Nobles. That is the body that will do all the things you just asked of me. I will do my best, but in many of those areas, I am no better equipped than you. This is not, how did you say it? Oh, yes, not in my wheelhouse either.”

Duke was less than pleased with Baslin’s answer, especially since he knew the Archmage was right, but even more so because the man did not even seem slightly flustered by the request. It was clear to Duke that running a Kingdom was more work than he really wanted to take on, but he had little choice. This is going to really put a strain on my growth if I want to do it right. And I owe it to the suffering people to do it right. I need to fine more people I can trust.

Elaine and Grat joined them at the table to break Duke out of his thoughts. Another round of “good mornings” passed around the table as breakfast arrived for them all. Duke still had not ventured into the Inn’s kitchen so he was unsure if the food was actually cooked or simply created through the dungeon’s magic but he was quite sure it was always on-time and delicious.

“We were just discussing the path forward for the Kingdom.” Baslin started the conversation again.

“I’m sure there are a thousand things to do and nowhere near enough people to do them.” Grat volunteered to nods from the others. “I have something that needs to be done as well. We know Farthell was compromised by Chopie, but the rest of the Druidic Council is an unknown. I need to seek them out and find out if they are also compromised or if they remain true to the Council’s purpose.”

“Do you know where to find them?” Aurelia asked.

“I have a few ideas on where they might be. So, I’m going to go looking for them.” He paused, looking over to Elaine. “Once our child is born and the family is stable.” Elaine’s expression softened with a small smile.

“I can’t fault you for wanting to take care of your family as your top priority. I probably would have questioned your ability as a husband if you didn’t.” Duke responded. Elaine smiled at Duke in response but didn’t say anything.

Breakfast finished up as plans were solidified. Duke, Aurelia, and Baslin were to head back to the capitol and work on things from there. Grat was going to search for the Druidic Councilmembers. They were all going to meet back up in the throne room in a week.

            

    
        Book 2, Chapter 28 - Restoration

    
    
    
    
                Duke joined Aurelia outside the castle to hear the Legion’s report on the city.  They had located numerous pockets of survivors that had been in hiding from Chopie and the undead.  All told, there were close to 10,000 survivors that had come forward, far more than Duke had imagined that there could be.

After the report, Duke took to the air for a survey of the damage to the city.  It was, as expected,  extensive.  Many buildings had been destroyed and even the more intact ones showed signs of significant damage.  He retuned to the castle’s courtyard.

“Aurelia, please have the Legion bring everyone they can to the castle’s marshalling yard.  I want to address the remaining population of the city all at once.  Gently, I should add.  No one is to force people to come but it will be safer for them to be here.”

“As you wish.”  She responded with a smirk.

Three hours later, thousands of citizens were gathered in the marshalling yard enjoying one of Baslin’s grand feasts.  The delicious food had done much to convince people to come and then proceeded to lift their mood.  After eating, a number had run off to gather friends and family that were still in hiding.  In all, Duke estimated that there were close to 15,000 people in the marshalling yard when he strode out onto the balcony with Baslin trailing him.

The crowd below was mixed in many ways but there was one thing that was common – they were all dirty and wearing worn-out clothes at best.  Duke noted this and how well it fit into his plans but still it bothered him to see his people in such a state.  “Baslin, please enhance my voice so that all can hear.”

“The Spell is now active, Your Highness.  Your people can hear you.”  Baslin responded formally.

Duke began his speech with a declaration.  “Chopie’s reign of terror is over.  You have all been oppressed and hunted under his rule.  I am Duke and I declare you all to be free men and women.  As this city and much of the kingdom has been devastated by his insanity, I hereby declare all current monetary and material debts of my citizens to the crown and kingdom to be absolved as of this day.  I will not start my reign by following the oppression of my predecessor.” 

He paused to let his words sink into the minds of the crowd.  He was not sure if others felt the pulse of energy that welled outwards from him at his declaration.  At least, at first, he wasn’t but it did not take long for the people below to check their notifications to see what Duke’s words had accomplished.  A cheer rose up from the crowd, the positive mood now beginning to truly turn celebratory.

Duke waited for a minute before getting everyone’s attention again.  “It is easy to see that Chopie has sullied everything he touched.  It is time to CLEANSE the filth of his reign!”  Duke activated CLEANSE with a full 700,000 Mana.  Although it nearly drained his Mana, he smiled as the Ability washed over the area, spreading even further than he had anticipated due to his Crown adding its Prosperity Bonus to the effect, increasing it by 50%.  In all, his Ability covered an area in nearly a 500 meters radius around him and all the people gathered below him.

The reaction was as Duke had hoped, full of wonder and awe.  The excited discussions filled the crowd as Duke waited for his Mana to refill.  Again, he called the crowd to quiet down, which took a bit longer which was fine with him as it took time to top off his Mana.

“My people, you have felt the CLEANSING power that I bring to this kingdom.  I shall CLEANSE the rot from it everywhere it can be found.  Corruption shall be sought out and excised.  I offer my people the freedom to prosper and will not tolerate those who would unfairly stand in the way.  There was a time when this kingdom prospered.  We shall return it to that prosperity and freedom, and then surpass it.”  Duke paused to wait for the shouts and cheers to die down, feeling his PURPOSE glowing with approval.

He continued.  “There is one more thing I wish to say before I bid you to go about reconstructing your lives.  Everyone deserves a chance to prosper but not everyone has a skill that helps them to do so.  I am opening up training for anyone who wishes to join the city guard.  We have several trainers in the Thrice Blessed Legion that are willing to train you.  We will provide you with the skills and equipment to do the job properly.  But remember this – corruption will not be tolerated.  Honor matters.  Those who have skills, I ask you to teach others.  Take on apprentices.  There is much to rebuild beyond just the shattered city around us.” 

He paused once again as the reaction from the crowd was somewhat mixed.  He decided to leave the crowd with one more “miracle.”  “My people, please know that anyone who comes before the crown shall be treated fairly and the crown expects that you all treat each other fairly.  No go forth and help RESTORE this city to glory!” 

His Master-rank RESTORE Ability with the full 700,000 Mana was far more potent than his Initiate-rank CLEANSE Ability had been.  For more than two and a half kilometers around him, things were made anew.  Buildings reconstructed themselves, clothes were mended and, in some cases, completely recreated from scraps.  The collective gasp from the crowd was music to Duke’s ears especially when it continued into cheers.

It took some time for the crowd to disperse, even after Duke had departed from the balcony to TELEPORT around the rest of the city, RESTORING buildings and structures.  Even when only boosting the Ability by 100,000 Mana at a time, the radius of effect was nearly a kilometer.  It took him several hours, but when he was done, the infrastructure of the city had been restored.  I may be clueless for a king in what everyone expects, but I sure as hell can fix things up.

When he was done, he returned to the throne room.  The pair of Legionnaires who he was wondering if he should now call his royal guards were waiting for him.  “Your Majesty, Duke Madrigal has requested an audience.”

“He is waiting outside?”  Duke asked.

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

“Very well, send him in.” Duke chuckled.

When the Duke came in, he bowed to Duke, waiting for permission to rise.  Duke did not leave him hanging.  “Duke Madrigal, please rise and be at ease.”

“Be at ease, Your Majesty?”  He responded.

“It means relax and do without the formality.”  Duke clarified.

“Very well, Your Majesty.”  The Duke straightened up and was surprised when Duke was standing next to him.

“Come, Madrigal, let’s walk and talk.”  Duke led the man around the throne room while speaking.  “So, what brings you out here this day?”

“Your Majesty, I witnessed your address to the people earlier as well as the pair of miracles and I must say it is rather unprecedented.  The transformation of the city alone is like nothing I have ever seen or even read about in the legends of old.  All that, and you forgave uncountable debts.  Aren’t you concerned about the financial solvency of the kingdom?”

“A good point, Madrigal.  But no, I am not tremendously concerned with the financial well-being of the kingdom.  I have freed the people from the past and the prosperity that will come in the future will make us one of the wealthiest kingdoms on the planet.  It will take some time, but we have enough reserves to sustain us until tax revenue catches up.  You saw the people, they were starving, dressed in rags, and covered with filth.  That is not who I want to tax.  When they are prosperous, well-fed, and gainfully productive, then we will restart taxation.  There are other cities and villages in the kingdom who I will rely on to help restore the kingdom’s finances for now.”

“You truly don’t intend to tax residents of the city?”  Madrigal asked incredulously.

“Not to start.  You do not kick your own citizens when they are down.  You give them a hand getting back to their feet so that they can get back up faster.  Then you accept their thanks and ask them to pay you from their surplus.  I don’t know how things have run here before, but that is how I am going to run them.”

“You truly are like none before you, not even Estros was that generous.  I sincerely hope that this approach does not come back and hurt you.”

“If I get hurt by doing the right thing, I’m not going to stop.  If someone opposes me or hurts my people, then they will see my full might and wrath.  Trust me, you do not want to see that.”

“I have no intention of doing so, Your Majesty.  What I do have to offer is my services in assessing the needs of your people.  I will put my restored resources to that task.  It is the least I can do.”

“Excellent.  I will gladly accept your assistance in this matter.”  Duke replied, smiling.

“There is one more thing, Your Majesty.”

Duke responded warily, his Diplomacy Skill letting him know that this was Madrigal’s play all along.  “Go on.”

“My holdings have been restored, but I may be the last of my line and I am too old to sire any more children.  Might I have access to the Royal Archives to see if there is anything written in there that will tell me about what happened to my family?”

Duke’s heart throbbed at the sorrow in the man’s voice.  “Of course.  Is there anyone in particular you are looking for?  Someone who might have escaped Chopie?”

“Doubtful any escaped.  They came for us in the night.  The only one who was not on the estate at the time was my sister, Ruathia. But she had no resources to draw upon.  It is doubtful she escaped Chopie’s purge.”

“Ruathia you say?  That’s quite the unusual name.”  Duke’s mind flashed with possibilities.  “Wait outside.  I shall return shortly.” 

One quick TELEPORT later, he was in the square of New Rahmfar.  He rushed over to Grandma Ruth’s house and knocked on the door.  When she answered, she seemed confused by Duke’s excited expression.

“Hello Duke, how may I help you?  Is everything alright?”

“Grandma Ruth, do you have a brother?”  Duke was practically bouncing as he asked.

“I did.  Madrigal was a great man and would have led our house to tremendous things.”  She replied wistfully.

Duke didn’t hesitate before TELEPORTING her along with himself back to the antechamber of the Throne Room.  She yelped at the sudden change in perspective.

Madrigal turned around, startled by their sudden appearance only to meet Ruathia’s eyes and nearly pass out from shock.  Now that they were together, Duke could easily see the family resemblance.

“After all these years…” Madrigal lost his words as the two rushed together to embrace.

Duke beamed at the pair.  “I’m going to leave you two to catch up.  I have some other business to attend to.”

Duke stepped back into the Throne Room, his guards closing the door behind him.  “I’m done with court business for the day, gentlemen.”  The pair acknowledged his words with a bow but still did not leave their posts.  Duke was still beamingly happy when he TELEPORTED to check in on a certain new dungeon.

            
