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Chapter 1 – Flattery
Staring up at the dome overhead, I was looking at the depiction of Waldemar. He’d appeared just one slot shy of the mural’s prime position. It wasn’t the image of the Captain Minotaur at his best, but just moments away from his death. The intelligence had bled from his eyes as he suffered mana sickness and his innate ability, Wild Bull, had taken effect. It allowed instinct to take over when his mind hadn’t been able to continue and quite literally turned him to a raging bull. He wasn’t bent over in the mural as he had been during his final stand, but his crazed look told the full story.
To Waldemar’s left, Lady Contessa still stood in position as the chief enemy we’d defeated. Her pale skin and gown of shadow gave the entire image a gothic feel. It didn’t truly surprise me that she was considered more powerful than the Minotaur Captain. He’d been impossibly powerful, but we, the people of Sanctuary, had overcome him and his herd together. Lady Contessa had been arrogant, and even then, it was a desperate move on my part that had given us victory over her. I wasn’t sure if we’d be able to win against her even now. Lady Contessa had her dwarf tank, elf shapeshifter, and numerous wargs, but Waldemar had eighty minotaurs in his war party and it was impossible to forget how his war cries had allowed them to share health points and strength. Watching the two of them fight would’ve been fun.
I leaned forward in my chair to glance at the stone panel that acted as our dungeon map. There were no signs of invaders in our territory, not even a rogue monster that was out exploring for food. We’d yet to turn on our Dungeon Aura to attract more mobs. Richard had taken the beating of his life, so I was letting him have the night off. Somehow his talent with armor had allowed him to keep returning to his feet after each time a minotaur had backhanded him across the room. His abilities baffled me, but I was starting to understand physical abilities better than before. Observing my human friends like Russ and Travis had given me clues about where their power came from. After facing off with Waldemar and seeing what a real master of the melee arts was capable of, it was clear that people with physical talents used mana similar to magic users, but in a unique way.
The silver glow of my Wind Sprite girlfriend drew my attention to where she floated about a meter off the ground. Aeris was curled up like a cat and had fallen asleep. Flying seemed like her new default state. 
I had healed her less than half an hour before, but despite having her physical endurance restored to full, the mental stress of the day must have been too much. Temperature seemed to affect her very little after she’d changed to her new form. She wore a pair of black shorts and a plain white t-shirt with no blanket, yet she seemed as comfortable as could be. I also wore just a t-shirt and shorts but felt a chill in the air.
She’d suffered mana sickness at least once today and then went after the last minotaur with Travis and me. Hunting him down had been surprisingly easy. He was moving quickly enough and had to have had incredible endurance, but compared to Aeris and Travis, who were literally designed for speed, he might as well have been standing still. Travis’s tracking ability had only improved with his stat increase and his forced transformation to Werewolf. I’d kept up with them well enough in Hell Hound form, but Aeris hadn’t given me the chance to help. With only one of the minotaurs in her sights and at close to full mana… He’d been the minotaurs’ champion, but he was no Waldemar.
I wished Mistress Nava would find something better to do with her time than threaten to end us. There was nothing else I desired more than to just remain sitting and admiring Aeris’s new form. That probably sounded worse than it was. I was attracted to her, of course, but I still didn’t quite believe I was miles underground in some magical world that had existed here as long as the world above. Aeris’s skin had a very real physical presence, but there was also something intangible about it. It was a mystical contradiction that fascinated me to no end.
“Master.” The dark purple Dungeon Spirit, Khun, appeared before me. “Your Werewolf—forgive me. I mean your friend, Travis, has calmed down and is no longer trying to claw through the wall Clarissa raised to seal him off. His air levels are good. The small holes she made in the wall seem to be doing the trick.”
I shook my head. “Is it going to be like this every night?”
“For now, yes. He needs time in the form to fully grasp it. Throwing him into a fight while he’s transformed won’t change that.”
I sighed. “Thank you.”
Khun bowed at the waist before popping back up and giving me a peculiar look. “If you wish to sleep, I’ll wake you the moment I see something.”
“I appreciate that, but there’s no way I could sleep. There’s too much running through my mind.”
“I thought as much but know that the option is still available. Is there anything I can help with?”
With a twist of my head, I looked at him more closely. He’d lost some of his arrogance since we defeated Waldemar and was being uncharacteristically proactive in offering help. There was no mystery as to why in my estimation. He was starting to accept that we weren’t as easy to kill as he’d originally thought.
I brought up the popup I’d received after eating the cave swine bacon. I still hadn’t closed it.
From eating a mana-rich food, you have received bonuses for a limited time!
+1% Strength
+1% Dexterity
+1% Constitution
+1% Intelligence
+1% Wisdom
Bonuses expire in 48 hours!
 
The cave swine we’d slaughtered for our celebration had only been eating the grain we’d grown for a few days, and yet the buff was going to last three times longer than if we’d just used the same grain to make bread. And this single swine would give us enough meat for a week. It was only the beginning. What would happen if the cave swine ate nothing but a diet in mana rich grain for a month? Or even better, what if they were raised on it their entire lives? What if we ate such meat daily? Would these buffs have an accumulative effect?
It was incredible. Sanctuary had so much promise, especially now that it looked like we’d be able to sustain ourselves without relying on outside help. There was still much to do, but this place could become our real home. And yet, I felt closer that night to losing it all than any other time since I’d been dragged into the Underworld. We’d survived the Belly, cheated death by defeating Lady Contessa, and even thwarted the captain of an ancient Succubus’s personal guard. But now, she had no other choice than to come to us herself, or perhaps send an even more powerful and nasty pet.
I didn’t think she was a match for the Head Mistress, but she was centuries ahead of us in experience and power. How could we possibly win against something like that?
“Do you think Waldemar found us because of my Light Magic?” I finally asked.
“I can’t say for sure, master, but I think it’s a real possibility,” Khun replied.
“With all the Light Magic I used—do you think Mistress Nava already knows we’re here?”
He shook his head. “Her Captain wouldn’t have sent someone to report to her if he’d thought she already knew.”
His logic was sound, but I was still uneasy. “I need to find a place to train that won’t put the others in danger…”
“We could add more layers of stone.”
“We could, but if it wasn’t enough, our mistake could very likely bring death to our doorstep. No. There’s an Ireki Wraith in a Tomb not too far from here that might know how to block it. There’s also a Vampire Lord’s vault that I might be able to lock myself in.”
“Neither of those sound like safe choices.”
“They’re not. I’m a single level from reaching the Master rank in Light Magic, so I have to do something. It’s not safe to do it here, but I don’t think we’ll survive if I don’t continue training.”
“When will you tell the others that you’re leaving?”
“Soon.” I looked at Aeris, who was still sleeping. “There’s a very wise woman that I must first discuss it with when she wakes up.”
“Flattery, good. Should I tell her what you said when she wakes up so that you gain favor?”
“What? No.”
“I’ll be discreet, master. She must know that you think she’s wise and that you fear her.”
“Okay, tell her just like that. She’ll think it’s hilarious.”
 



Chapter 2 – Planning
Arching her back with the flexibility of an elite gymnast, Aeris stirred from her sleep. A high-pitched squeak escaped her lips. Her movements were slow and fluid as she extended her legs and pointed her toes as if reaching for the floor. The only problem was that she was upside down. Her lashes fluttered as she opened her eyes. Noticing her predicament, she corrected herself in the air and gently touched down on the stone floor of the Master’s Chamber.
“I fell asleep?” She rolled her neck.
I couldn’t imagine her being stiff. “About two hours ago.” I stood, placing my arm around her.
“Sorry. I didn’t mean to drift off.”
Leaning over to kiss her on the top of the head, I felt resistance from the air that naturally swirled around her like an aura. It was the same as I pulled her close. All pressure suddenly stopped as she allowed me inside her bubble. 
 The only buff I had active was my passive In The Buff that had become a part of me when I ascended after surpassing 1,000 in every stat. During Aeris’s rest, I’d kept Mana Sight at full power, extending my perception of time so that I could think as long as possible. I saw no way around leaving Sanctuary, at least for a time. I’d gone through a few of the books I’d brought from the Head Mistress’s dungeon and would spend some more time with them before I left.
“Did you want some more magic bacon?” I squeezed her tight.
She gave me a lazy smile and nodded her head against my chest.
It was the first night I could remember where nearly everyone had actually gone to bed. Other than Aeris, only Russ and Kylie had asked me to heal their exhaustion. Russ was working in the smithy and Kylie was staying close by the hall we had closed Travis up in. There was little of the armor and weapons the minotaurs had been carrying that we could use because of its size so Russ couldn’t stop himself from getting started on the break down process. As for Kylie, she had seen Travis on the brink of death and only his forced transformation to werewolf had saved him. She didn’t want to leave his side even if there was nothing else she could do.
As Khun had offered, I let him take over the watch for a while as Aeris and I scavenged for some more bacon in the kitchen. It was chilled, but I didn’t care, and Aeris didn’t seem to mind either. Cold bacon is maxed level jerky after all.
We didn’t see Russ, but we could hear the clanging from the smithy all the way in the dining area. Kylie had stopped pacing and was leaned up against the wall next to Travis’s self-imposed prison on the other side of the Living Quarters by our rooms in a separate hall that was still run down and that we weren’t using for anything else. It was one of the rare times since our kidnapping that I could genuinely say it was peaceful here.
Sitting down at a round table, we sat beside one another and snacked on our well-earned breakfast—or was it a late night snack?
It was interesting to see that the buffs that the bacon gave didn’t just reset, but the time in which they’d be active went from 48 hours to 72. The possibilities of further cultivating our food supply were only continuing to expand. A large part of me didn’t want to leave. 
Things were quiet between us as we ate. I wanted her to be able to enjoy the peace while we had it and the quickest way for me to disrupt that was for me to broach the topic of leaving. Before I could say a word, she surprised me, as she so often did. “When are you planning on going?”
“Soon,” I said. It was my turn to surprise her. “Will you come with me?”
She twisted her head to the side with the quickness of a hummingbird. “Another date?”
“Into the depths of darkness and unknown terrors of the Underworld? Of course.”
“What of the others?”
“I think I have that part figured out as well.” I began to explain what I had in mind for preparation for our departure. There was a lot to do, but it shouldn’t take more than a day or two to get everything done.
After she’d finished listening to my explanation from the beginning to the end, I saw her eyes light up with a silver glow. Wind magic emphasized her every expression. “I think that will work. We should take another person with us. Not Olivia and not Skyler… They’ll be in charge while we are gone.”
“We can’t take Travis either—in his current condition. It’s going to be hard without his tracking ability.”
“I’m thinking a tank. I know Russ won’t want to go and we need more people that can take a hit.”
“Someone like Waldemar?”
Her eyes fell to the floor. Wind Magic began to whip around her in strong micro-currents.
“Are you okay?” I reached over to put my hand on her shoulder, but the wind was too strong to do so gently, so I pulled back.
“I dropped a literal tornado on his head, Elorion—and it did nothing. I feel so helpless. I don’t want to feel this way anymore. I’m 39 levels from 1,000 Intelligence, but even that won’t be enough. Not with Mistress Nava…”
I knew what she was feeling far too well. Waldemar had been beyond powerful for his level. Even after his mana was spent it took everything we had to take him down. It was only good fortune that he’d run out of mana when he did, for if he hadn’t, none of us would be here. “What level are you now?”
“561.”
I gave a long whistle. “That’s incredible. Congrats.”
“It’s getting there. What is yours now?”
I pulled up my character sheet to show her.
Elorion
Level: 730
Health Points: 212,916 (+1,800)
Mana Points: 208,299 (+1,650)
Mana Per Minute: 7,386 (123.1 Per Second)
Attributes
Strength: 1,917 (+19)
Dexterity: 1,681 (+16)
Constitution: 1,859 (+18)
Intelligence: 1,181 (+11)
Wisdom: 3,693 (+36)
 
I had nothing equipped and the only buffs I had running were the +1% to all stats from the Light Magic infused bacon.
“How am I supposed to compete against that?” she said with a less serious pout.
“Eat more bacon.”
“Is that your answer to every problem?”
“No. Do you want me to turn into a Hell Hound so that you have a puppy to pet?”
“I actually like your skeletal form better. That way I can ride on your head.”
“I wonder if you’re the only Wind Sprite that has a thing for skeletons…”
“Hey. It’s not like I fell for a real skeleton. You just wear one as armor.”
“Fair point. So, how do you think the others will respond to the plan?”
“Well, you’ll need more than puppies and bacon.”
“That bad, huh?”
She tried smiling to hide her cringe.
 
***
 
“Ladies and gentlemen, mages and meatheads, wind sprites and imps, shapeshifters and dwarves, feast your eyes on the mural above! The mighty minotaur captain that threatened our fair Sanctuary has joined the lady of darkness in defeat! Observe his eternal selfie and rejoice, for our necromancer has taken his skull! His bones are being ground for alchemy and fertilizer! And his herd was sucked dry of blood and flesh by our really gross but kind leader! Every time you enter this room, look up at his ugly mug and remember…” Still wearing his dark chocolate colored platemail, Richard ended with his armored hands spread out, reaching toward the sky.
A fine mix of hoots and chuckles followed in response. Everyone was there. This had originally been planned as a meeting just for the council members, but everyone showed up and, after our fight the day before, I saw no reason to limit what I had to say to a specific group of people. It was probably better this way.
I looked around the room at the faces of my friends. Our group had grown if you counted Zorik the imp, Khun the dungeon spirit and Ujurak the dwarf. In the beginning, there had been cliques among us. Skyler and his group had gone their way. Aeris and I had gone ours. The attack of Lord Darius had driven us closer together. Necessity had forced our bashers together, as well as our casters, when we fled our starting dungeon to get away from Mistress Nava. The two groups had worked together, but there was a separation nonetheless. Now, things had changed. Fighting mobs constantly in the Outer Perimeter and relying on one another in the life and death battle against Waldemar had had more of a positive effect than just raising our levels.
Wearing a suit of armor that matched Richard’s, Skyler stood there with his helmet inventoried, and Audrey hanging on to his left arm. She’d never hid her interest in him, though it had been mostly flirtatious until this morning. This was the first time I’d seen them acting like an actual couple. It looked like she had claimed him and, whether he liked it or not, he was now hers. 
At first, I couldn’t stand him and didn’t understand what she saw in him, but I slowly learned that he was more than just a hard nut that no Nutcracker could crack. Skyler could be fiercely single-minded, allowing him to focus on one thing with the tenacity of a pit bull. That and he was loyal to a fault. It made him a good natural leader for our bashers.
The little black girl hanging on to him with her natural curls in a pixie bob looked almost comical hanging on our massive blond headed tank. I knew better than to let her size fool me though. Her wit was searing and only her Fire Magic burned hotter. She was as blunt as Olivia could be, but also as friendly as Aeris so her jabs usually didn’t sting as bad. She wore a crimson breastplate and orange crystalline bracers. There was a change in the irises of her eyes. Streaks of red seemingly erupted out of her pupils all around. She hadn’t changed to her true form like Aeris, or Ascended like me, but her Fire Magic was definitely having an effect as she grew more powerful.
Our Earth Mage Clarissa stood to Audrey’s left. She was one of the few people in our group that still didn’t look to be affected by her magic. Her long blond hair wasn’t currently hiding under her helmet, but resting on her back, and she wore shorts and a t-shirt instead of the gown she normally might. She had an athletic build, but her height kept her rather petite. 
Kylie was next to her. I’d healed her, but she still looked exhausted. Even her freckles looked tired. It was probably from the mental stress of the fight yesterday and worrying about Travis all night. He was there with his arm wrapped around her. Despite his transformation last night, Travis looked like he had gotten a full night’s rest. Speaking of transformations, I remembered him as one of the strongest looking guys when we had first arrived in the Underworld. He had obviously grown taller and lost his gamer gut. His thighs were massive, and his shoulders looked as solid as small boulders.
Perhaps I was wrong. If there were any cliques among us, we were split between the couples and those that were still single. That was natural enough.
I couldn’t see them, but I suspected Chris was standing next to Lydia, behind the others in front. I saw Russ with Olivia standing behind Travis and Kylie. Next to them came the rest of our group. Mel, our Dark Mage, was standing next to Steve, our assassin and farmer. Zorik was close by. George, one of the sledge brothers and our swine breeder, stood next to the remaining sledge brother Perry. Kylie’s friends, Jess and Melony were at the end with Trevon. Ujurak the dwarf stood in the back with his arms crossed, leaning against the wall. That wasn’t all of course. Richard stood at the front of the group in from of the dungeon map and I was off to the side with Aeris riding on my Skeletal General’s Horned Helm. Besides my skeletal armor, I was still in my human form. 
“And now, our shapeshifting, blood sucking, and flesh devouring healer, Elorion!” Richard concluded his introduction.
I felt Aeris pat me on the side of the head from her perch above. She knew these kinds of things were embarrassing for me, especially after Richard did his thing. I had nothing against his lunacy though. Humor went a long way at a time like this.
I laughed with the others and waited until everyone had calmed down. “Good morning,” I began, not really sure how to broach the topic of my leaving. “Congratulations I think are in order after what we faced yesterday. Outstanding job, everyone.”
There were no cheers in response, but I saw the looks on everyone’s faces. I couldn’t entertain them like Richard, and I didn’t need to. Honesty was something they’d always appreciate. “We faced the impossible and we overcame. Take some time to enjoy our victory. You’ve earned it.
“I almost hate to say it, but we aren’t finished facing impossible odds. Mistress Nava has yet to come after us herself, but now that her apprentice and the captain of her guards have fallen, it’s likely that we won’t be facing her minions any longer. It’s needless to say how powerful she is. She’s an opponent that I don’t think we can defeat. Not yet. Which brings me to the question at hand. What must we do to get powerful enough to defeat her?”
The room was quiet. Skyler, our bashers’ captain, looked deep in thought. Olivia, our lead caster, was looking at me intently. I knew she would have much to say, but she was graciously holding it back until after I gave my own explanation. There were a few others who would normally be more than happy to share their opinions, but they also remained silent.
“Very well,” I said. “I have come up with a plan that I ask that you let me explain in full before you ask any questions. It’s based upon my suspicion that Waldemar found us because I was training my Light Magic.”
I held up my hand to stop everyone who started to object. “I know Clarissa walled me in, but the minotaurs found us within days of me starting my power leveling. Continuing it here is a risk I don’t feel comfortable taking. Before I leave, there is much that needs to be done to prepare.”
I began to explain to them that I wanted to plant an entire field of wheat grown using my Light Magic. The small amount of mana I used when raising crops was only a fraction of a fraction compared to when I was pushing my Light Magic to the limit so it shouldn’t draw Mistress Nava to us. My reason for wanting us to only use Light Magic and not any of the other schools was the universal stat buffs it gave. Especially since, as it became a daily part of the swine’s diet, it was possible that the buffs could improve. We’d already found out that eating magic bacon two days in a row extended the length of the buff. Doing this would give Sanctuary enough food for them and the cave swine for a few weeks. We’d be back by then so that I could help raise another crop.
I also planned on teaching Russ and Clarissa Arcane Engineering. They were in many ways more suited to it than I was, at least for now. Besides, one of the main stops I planned on making was the Wraith’s tomb. Perhaps I could learn more secrets that could help us defeat Nava. It seemed that utilizing Arcane Engineering would be a more than one person affair.
“The first stop I’m going to make is to investigate our little goblin problem.” If there was a colony of them close to us, it needed to be taken care of before it became a real issue. Remembering Feuer, the Incubus that had been leading the imps, I feared that they might have a powerful evolved monster leading them. I didn’t voice my fear so as to not cause unnecessary worry.
“I won’t be going alone. Aeris is coming with me and we’d like to take one other person. Travis will have to stay here.” I watched him as I spoke. As disappointed as he was, he nodded that he understood. “Olivia and Skyler will be in charge. We can turn on the Dungeon Aura to attract creatures as soon as they’re ready. I’ll leave the timing up to them.
“So that’s a general explanation of what I have in mind. Russ will continue breaking down the minotaurs’ gear and advancing his blacksmithing. Clarissa will finish the construction projects she started. Breeding the cave swine is a big priority and harvesting the wheat will take work. Lydia has her alchemy projects in the works—those health potions worked great by the way. We all have some leveling to do. Any questions?”
Like a blast of Aeris’s Wind Magic, everyone responded at once. My little Wind Sprite’s assessment of how they would respond was right on the money, as usual. I waded through the first onslaught before looking for a question to answer.
“Why does Aeris have to be the one to go?” Skyler said. His deep voice carried above the others.
“Because she’s prettier than you are,” I replied, surprising myself.
The laughter that followed slowed the number of questions being asked. He just shrugged and didn’t argue the point.
“That’s not the only reason.” The remaining voices ceased momentarily. “If Mistress Nava finds us, Aeris is the only one fast enough to get away and warn everyone else. There is also something that she can help me with that no one else here can. I need someone to teach me to fly.”
Everyone’s mouths seemed to drop open as one.
That’s right. Everyone had seen me in my Incubus form, but I hadn’t told them that I’d been holding back one of my form’s most interesting features. “Aeris, could you hop down for a moment?”
She levitated off my helm and slowly drifted down to stand at my side. Seeing her knowing grin, I gave her a wink. 
My skeletal armor vanished, and I took off my shirt. Unable to help myself, I lifted both of my arms out to the side and began to flap them like a bird. With my ascended body, it was hard to be embarrassed. I gritted my teeth and started to flap faster.
I watched Aeris raise her hand to her face to hide behind it while the others watched intently.
Unable to hold back any longer, I literally fell to my knees as those that had been trying to hold back their laughter let loose. Richard was starting to wear off on me. Glancing up, I saw everyone’s faces twist into scowls as they realized it was a joke. Faceplanting on the floor, I couldn’t stop snickering as I tried to apologize. It was a long moment before I could pick myself up and stand.
With both hands up in surrender, I felt the heat of everyone’s glares.
“So who wanted to go in my place?” Aeris said.
I could see the mirth hidden beneath her frown. Holding my hand up to my mouth, I acted as if I was about to sob. My hands curled up into fists as I threw them down, flexing my arms, chest and abs with a smooth jerk of strength. Mana exploded from my back at the same moment and my blood red Incubus wings shot out to span six feet in either direction. I’d kept my human form other than my new addition. It wasn’t just the wings that had formed though, but the powerful back muscles that controlled them.
It seemed everyone was tired of the facial gymnastics my charade had led them on. I didn’t see the surprised looks I’d hoped. They just stood there blinking.
Aeris’s voice cut through the silence. “Seriously. Who wants to take my place?”
 



Chapter 3 – The Tail
The conversation continued for another hour before everyone’s questions were satisfied. Satisfied might not be the best word for it, but no one came up with an alternative that changed my mind about leaving.
Olivia and Skyler didn’t even wait for everyone to leave the room before they had Khun turn the Dungeon Aura on to attract monsters. About half of our people headed toward the Outer Perimeter. It looked like they had decided their break from fighting was over.
I got started on planting and growing the crops that would keep the others going while I was gone. It was more tedious than difficult. I had to plant the grain and feed it Light Magic until it reached maturity. At that stage it would survive while I was gone and not lose its magic properties. One thing I wouldn’t be able to help the others with was the daily harvest that would have to be done in order for our grain to keep its potency.
Just because my job was tedious didn’t mean I couldn’t do other things while I worked. I was limited in what I could power level because I didn’t want to use Light Magic. 7,386 Mana Per Minute still gave me a lot of room to work though. Fire Incubus Form cost almost twice as much MPM as I had, but with my mana pool I could still keep the form going for about half an hour. I already missed amping up my Mind Buff.
Fire Incubus Form had reached level 97, so it wouldn’t level quickly no matter what I did when I was limiting my buffs. There was something I’d been toying with in the back of my mind that I’d been wanting to try out. As a shapeshifter, there were no rules saying that I had to stick with a single form. I could mix and match as I pleased within the natural rules of what each of my forms allowed. There was much to consider. Just as Magma Fist had seared the flesh of my arm when I’d first tried to cast it in my human form, pain awaited me if I didn’t respect my magic. I needed to figure out how well the different aspects of each of my forms would work together.
I cast Stone Skin over my left hand and wrist before Magma Fist took shape a moment later throughout my hand and fingers. I had perfected the skill enough that it only took 2,000 MPM. Primordial Cat Form was still only level 10, but it was practical experience from playing around with this sub-spell of the form that allowed me to cut 1,000 MPM off of its casting. It made me question all my other manipulations of other forms and spells, but I’d get to those when the time came.
There was another form I had to add to the mix. My skeletal armor once again receded from my torso and my Fire Incubus wings sprouted from my back. At level 97, Fire Incubus Form cost 232 Mana Per Second, or 13,920 MPM. The wings were only one aspect of the form, but they were huge in size compared to my Magma Fist and yet they cost nearly the same amount.
I wouldn’t try flying while I was working, but I wanted to have my wings out just so that I could get used to how it felt to move around with them.
Stretching them out to their full span, I could feel the leather-like membrane tighten as it became taut. As I leaned from side to side, they naturally shifted with my weight to help me balance. They had more mobility than I would have guessed. The new muscles in my back were the oddest part of the experience. It wasn’t like working out and feeling the muscles that you normally use. These were powerful, flexible, and ready.
Pulling my wings in tight to their rest position, I couldn’t help but think they became surprisingly compact. The joint at the top of their reach where they folded in two hung over my head at about the height of where the horns of my skeletal helmet would be. I didn’t think they would get in Aeris’s way, but I was curious what she would think of them being there.
I moved to a different plot of soil that Steve had already seeded and let Light Magic flow out of my still human hand at a steady pace into the ground. He was already three plots ahead of me and would probably be done with the entire field before I got halfway finished.
With just over 3,000 MPM left, I took a moment to look myself over. My chest was bare, showing off the tight muscle and more durable skin my ascension had left me with. Skeletal armor covered me from the waist down with thick sheets of solid bone and rounded joints where the sheets connected. My Magma Fist had its heat contained, so it looked like a sculpture of igneous rock. It was still a little creepy watching my own hand move in its solid state.
I didn’t currently have my helm equipped, so all that I saw were my own wings towering behind me when I twisted my head to look back. Curious, I loosed them from their position of rest and wrapped them around me so that I could see what the membrane felt like. As I gently touched it with my human hand, a chill went up my spine as I felt the sensation through both my hand and wing. I didn’t feel anything through the membrane directly, but the smallest pressure pulled at the nerves along the bone of my wing’s frame. What I felt with my hand didn’t feel natural. It was as if the armor-like skin of the Fire Incubus had been stretched across a canvas. It was much more elastic than I’d realized.
Another use for my wings became immediately apparent. Wrapping myself with them would give me an entire new layer of armored protection to hide behind.
I manipulated my skeletal armor to solidify over my chest and took my time experimenting with how best to shape it on my back so that it wouldn’t interfere with my wings’ movements.
There was another non-form spell that I’d been thinking about for a while now.
Tail Regrowth
If your tail is severed, at the expense of mana, you are able to regrow it. 
Note: If you do not have a tail, or want to manipulate your tail to possess talons, claws, or pinchers, this spell must reach its final level.
 
 At first look, this spell seemed worthless since I didn’t have a natural tail of my own, but the promise of being about to grow one when it reached its final level was like a hidden challenge that had me intrigued. Since I was going full shapeshifter mode, adding a tail to my repertoire seemed like a must. On the practical side of things, I already knew the utility of having extra appendages. Having a fifth limb would take practice, but it could give me another advantage. Besides, I could just uncast the spell whenever I didn’t want to walk around with it.
I sifted through my shapeshifting forms, looking for the best one to steal a tail from. Many of them I could forget about entirely. Slimes didn’t have tails, and neither did werewolves. Primordial Cat had one but using Tail Regrowth probably wasn’t possible since Magma Manipulation allowed me to reshape the magma however I desired. Minotaur was a no go and so was the Rock Giant Form. Hell Hound was the only form I had with a good solid tail, and this one could burst into flames—it looked amazing. The only problem was that it was much shorter than I had in mind. If I was right about Tail Regrowth, though, in time that would change.
In comparison to my wings and magma fist, casting my tail cost almost nothing at 18 MPM. I still had plenty of room for a number of other additions to my current form if I so desired. Before that, I needed to figure out how I would cut off my tail so that I could cast Tail Regrowth. It was beginning to sound like a bad idea.
I had another problem. Adding a tail to my form might be a little difficult without mooning all of Sanctuary…
With a sigh, I cast Hell Hound’s tail and cringed as it started to grow beneath my skeletal armor. Using the pain to pinpoint its location, I released my armor around the area to allow the tail freedom to escape from my tail bone region. Looking around the room, I closed bone armor around my tail now that it was free. It didn’t seem that anyone had been watching.
After a couple swipes to get a feel for it, I curled my tail around to where I could take a look. “Hey little guy.” I held in the tail’s flames, so that it looked like a normal dog’s tail with wiry black fur. Its end was frayed, and it was about a meter in length. I certainly couldn’t use it to grab ahold of something in the same way I could with one of my bone appendages.
Before I marred my new addition, I came up with a game plan of how best to deal with the pain. I had no idea how quickly Tail Regrowth would work, which made the prospect a little unnerving.
I stopped working on the crop for a moment while I tried my experiment. I would need my human hand to continue working, but that meant I’d need to do something with my Magma Fist to take care of my tail. Heat wouldn’t do. Burning it off couldn’t possibly be better than cutting. Besides, it was a tail that could quite literally burst into flames that I was working with here.
Using magma manipulation, I reformed my magma hand into an igneous blade. Feeling the edge, it seemed sharp enough, but I’d need to use two hands. That gave me an idea. 
My magma fist took its new shape. I almost stabbed myself by facepalming with my new pair of magma scissors because of how ridiculous they looked.
Here goes nothing.
My healing magic was already saturating the area where I was going to cut as I placed my tail between my two scissor blades. With a firm snip, I severed about a foot off my tail and cast Tail Regrowth in the same moment. It felt like a sharp pinch, but Tail Regrowth worked almost instantly, deadening the pain. My tail was restored.
It had worked far better than I had hoped.
You better understand the essence of The Tail!
 
I shook my head. It was the kind of spell that didn’t divulge much information as it progressed. The good news was that I’d received an indicator after using it for the first time, so hopefully I wouldn’t have to continue with the process many more times before it reached its final level. It didn’t cost much either. I’d flooded it with excess mana, but even then I’d restored what I used in a few seconds.
To keep things simple, and to make further use of the rest of my MPM, I cast Minotaur as a partial Form. Leaving my Magma Fist, Incubus Wings, and Hell Hound Tail in place, the rest of me started to change. I allowed my skeletal armor to reform to my new shape as my feet became hooves and my body grew and expanded. I felt fur form under my armor, and strangely, this form didn’t bring with it a feeling of increased power even though there was a decent one.
Minotaur Form
Level: 1
Cost: 20,000 Mana Per Minute (4,000 with buffs)
Strength: +1 for every Character Level, +1% Strength
Dexterity: +1 for every Character Level, +1% Dexterity
Constitution: +1 for every Character Level, +1% Constitution
Special Abilities: Magic Resistance, Wild Bull
Magic Resistance: 
Level 1
5% Damage Resistance to every School of Magic 
Wild Bull: Pushes past any mind-affecting status effects and allow you to continue your attack.
Note: This puts you in a state of auto attack if you lose consciousness. Target picked at random. If you regain consciousness the attack stops immediately.
Next Level:
Cost: 19,850 Mana Per Minute (3,970 with buffs)
+1% Strength
+1% Dexterity
+1% Constitution
 
I limited the form in another way by not allowing it to transform my neck or anything above it. This was mostly to benefit the others who might not take kindly to seeing a random minotaur working among their crops in the heart the Living Quarters. It was bad enough to have an abnormally large skeleton with a human’s head, wings and a tail.
Speaking of tails, I watched the severed end dissolve into nothing at my feet. Without a steady supply of mana it lost its form and was gone.
I got back to work. Power leveling Tail Regrowth wasn’t exactly fun, but I hadn’t forgotten the foreboding darkness that I imagined was approaching with every passive moment. Mistress Nava was coming. She might not be on the way at this very moment, but when her minotaur army didn’t return… Any advantage I could get was worth a small amount of pain. And this pinch didn’t compare to how it would feel if I didn’t have healing magic and Tail Regrowth at my disposal.
As for my Minotaur Form, it didn’t cost much and using it as a partial form would allow me to level it up. I could keep it going indefinitely. It would normally cost me 4,000 MPM, but in this state it cost me two thirds of the total, or 2,666 MPM, leaving me with a little left over. I wasn’t yet convinced Minotaur would become one of my go to forms, but it would help me level my mastery and there were no negatives unless you counted becoming a giant bull. It might also have some good situational uses, like in the rare scenario I was about to run out of mana and stampeding around like a raging bull sounded like a better idea than death. The worst part was I was pretty sure that I’d have need of it one day.
I returned most of my attention to growing our crops. The sooner it was done, the sooner we could leave. Once I was free to use my Light Magic, then I’d get to really experiment with my new ultimate form.
 



Chapter 4 – Call me Junction
I finished the planting of our field a little before noon. And that was it. The main goal I’d had of supplying Sanctuary with weeks’ worth of buff-rich food was complete. Now there were only a few small things to take care of before we left. Hopefully the smaller things didn’t turn into bigger ones.
Lydia was measuring something in a glass cylinder when I poked my head into her alchemy station. When she had first arrived here and laid out her tools of the trade, this place had been a mess. Since then, her supply of raw materials had slowly been transformed into usable goods. Some were large, and some were tiny, but each one of them provided buffs of some kind.
“Morning,” I said, trying to pull her attention from the gunky liquid in the cylinder that held her attention.
Her blond hair was chopped short and, despite her not needing glasses anymore, as she set down the cylinder, her finger went straight to the bridge of her nose as if she was pushing an invisible pair back into place. She didn’t look me in the eye, but that wasn’t abnormal. What was odd was that she immediately gave me her full attention.
“How are you doing?” I said affably, trying to encourage her to perhaps smile, or something. We had beaten Waldemar after all.
“I’m not sorry.” She straightened like a wooden board. “I did what I did because it was the only way.”
I lowered my head, shaking it. She thought I was here to rebuke her for forcing Travis’s change into a werewolf when he was about to die. Out of all the people in Sanctuary, she was the one I’d worked the hardest to get to know. She was socially awkward and had handled our kidnapping worse than the others. Even after all my work, we still didn’t really know each other at all.
“I wanted to thank you for that actually. There was no guarantee that I could have saved him, and you didn’t hesitate.”
She hadn’t expected my response. Her eyes darted back and forth as if she was looking for something to hide behind. She finally replied, “Oh.”
“I wanted to check to see if there was a list of things you wanted me to look for while I was gone.”
She wasn’t immediately responsive, but a few moments later she nodded to herself as if she’d made a decision. The smile that pulled at the corners of her mouth looked artificial at best, but as counterfeit as it was, the fact that she was trying was a huge step for her. “There is. I’ll have it ready for you within the hour. There’s an elixir that I think will help Travis control his transformation for a time. It’s a temporary fix, but…”
“He’ll really like that, if just to have the option. I’ll keep my eyes open. Which reminds me. The health potions were a success. I’d like to get a few extra before we leave. It will probably be after dinner when we finally head out. Is that enough time?”
“No need to wait.” She headed to the back of the room, grabbed a cloth bag off the table and headed toward me. It had a flat bottom and a drawstring holding it closed. Her eyes met mine as she held it out for me to take. “There are thirty in there—enough for ten apiece. I think they should be a little more potent than the 20% over 30 second variety, but I haven’t gotten a chance to test them out. If those were minor healing potions, these are probably regular ones. My guess is you’ll have 33% health restored. They aren’t as good as your healing magic—”
“But they don’t cost any mana either. And more importantly, Sanctuary won’t have to have me around for every emergency.”
She glanced down, swallowing a knot in her throat. The responsibility didn’t seem to bother her. She looked happy just to finally be of use. That was truer than she knew. It was because of her that I felt comfortable enough to leave.
Next, I visited Russ in his smithy. His crates were already almost full to the brim with broken down pieces of the minotaur herd’s armor and weapons. From what I could tell, he was only halfway through the gear that they’d dropped.
“How’s the take?” I said, drawing his attention from the giant breastplate he had lying on his workbench.
“Hey man.” He crossed the room in a few larger strides and leaned in with his chest puffed out. 
I just looked at him as he stood there uncomfortably close to me.
“Chest bump.” He snickered.
“Oh, right.” I leaned in and he half tackled me as he rammed his chest into mine.
“Sorry. We’ll have to work on that. I’ve never had muscles like this before, so there’s no reason to stick to traditional greetings, right.”
“Right…” 
“As for the take, it has been outstanding for supplying us with more material than we’ll ever need. There are surprisingly few item attributes I’ve been able to pull from their gear though. The ones I’ve learned are excellent, but the problem is that they all used the same bonus to health gear. Their weapons are a little more varied, but only Waldemar’s axe was really unique.”
“How’s that going by the way?”
“I’m saving it for last. The more gear I dismantle, the higher my skill. I don’t want to give it a shot until I’ve finished with their stuff.”
“Good plan. Fingers crossed. Can you take a break later so that I can teach you about Arcane Engineering?”
“Nah. I already got the popup to take it as a profession.”
“What? Already?”
“Getting professions is easy. I’ve declined six or seven of them I didn’t want to focus on. The one we’re talking about has a lot of overlap with Blacksmithing. I looked over the diagrams you gave me and got the popup.”
“Do you think you could introduce Clarissa to it?”
“Yeah. No problem. We’ll need her if we’re going to create that massive machine you’re talking about.”
“Good deal, man. I’ll give you a list of the rest of the materials and machines I’ve learned about before I go.”
He grabbed me by the shoulder and held me there. “Be safe, man. If you die I’ll probably have to build a magic mech and go on an underworld rampage—so don’t.”
That brought a grin to my face. “That’s not a bad idea. You’d need more mana to power it though.”
He shrugged. “I’d just be the driver.”
“So you’re going to use Olivia as a human battery?”
“Yeah. With massive tentacles.”
“Okay, now that’s a frightening concept.”


***
 
I met up with Clarissa afterward and directed her to meet with Russ to learn Arcane Engineering. She was in the Pit working on the construction she hadn’t gotten to finish before the minotaurs arrived. I watched her for a while after our conversation. The rate at which she worked had almost doubled. The experience she’d gotten from the minotaurs had been good to her.
While there, I reanimated my golems for extra protection. Firaestus and Quake would give the others two more defensive tool to work with while we were gone.
Spending an hour in my room, I drew up all the information I had about Arcane Engineering. I only hoped a visit to the Wraith’s Tomb would unlock even more of its secrets.
I took the time to meet with everyone before we left. We still hadn’t decided on who to take with us. We were looking for someone that held a lot of promise but wouldn’t hinder the others’ ability to defend themselves and survive while we were gone. It was painfully clear how essential each individual was to Sanctuary. There were only a few people that weren’t as essential to keeping the place going, but even they weren’t expendable. They had supporting relationships that the others had come to depend upon.
There was another important consideration. The person that came with us would possibly be put in great danger once I started power leveling Light Magic again. In the end, there were really only three people to choose from. Perry was the only sledge brother that didn’t have an essential role. He was also the most obvious choice because he was a tank just like Aeris had in mind. The other two choices were Kylie’s friends. Melony was a duelist and Jess had a short-range teleportation-like skill. Kylie was the strong one among the three, so taking them was more questionable. If it was just me going, it would have been a definite no, but with Aeris… I’d leave it up to her.
Aeris and I met after lunch to finalize our plans. Richard was there waiting for us when we arrived together.
He was in his chocolate armor with his helmet inventoried. “Follow me,” he said with wide, glaring eyes almost like the bad dude that wanted to eat you in those old scary movies.
I looked to Aeris who was hovering at my side. We shared a shrug of doubt.
Once we reached the bridge, Richard spun in dramatic fashion and faced us. “Before you guys leave, I’ve had a bit of an upgrade that I wanted to show you.”
If that was the case, I was excited to see it. I rubbed my hands together like it was Christmas morning to help encourage him.
“You guys might want to take a few steps back. I’m going to try to do it at half strength, but this is new to me.”
Aeris and I did as he said. His only talents up to this point had been with long distance communication and armor mastery, so I couldn’t imagine what he was going to do—martial breakdancing?
He opened his mouth to speak and all of a sudden an audible force exploded from him as he yelled. “How you doin’?!”
The power he released was fast. Too fast to escape and it billowed out of him like a giant cloud. It was powerful enough to rattle my insides and irritate my ears. As the sonic wave came to an end, I looked to where Aeris had been. She was gone. Glancing up, I saw her fifty feet in the air above us. Okay, maybe it wasn’t too fast for Wind Sprites to escape.
Seeing the smug look on Richard’s face, I was happy to see he’d finally gained a combat-viable skill to train. Bringing my hands together, I began to slowly clap as if it had been an operatic masterpiece.
He bowed, flourishing with his hand.
I approached him so I didn’t have to raise my voice. “This ability just developed?”
“Yup. The moment I reached 1,000 Wisdom I got a few new surprises,” he said.
“Wisdom?”
“Yup. It’s what helps my communications abilities, so I’ve been focusing on it first.”
“Thank you for doing that.”
“What other abilities did you unlock?” Aeris said, joining us.
He widened his grin to 100% on the obnoxious meter. “Just a little range improvement…”
“Range? How much?”
“It’s kind of you to ask, Gale Girl!” Richard said, going full evil overlord on us. “Call me Junction!” He leaned forward and whispered, “That’s my Underworld nickname.”
Leaning back, he returned to evil sorcerer mode. “I am the central hub for all communication for the mighty Sanctuary! Get this, I now have a one hundred mile radius!”
Despite the nickname nonsense, my mouth dropped open at the revelation. That distance… His ability’s range had improved ten times over, if not more.
Aeris was just as startled as I was.
“Richard, you’re saying we’ll be able to communicate with Sanctuary as long as we’re within one hundred miles?” I said, wanting to verify what he meant.
“Call me Junction.” He winked. “You guys are the big fish around here. If you start calling me that, then everyone else will.”
“Richard!” Aeris demanded.
He rolled his eyes. “One hundred and nine miles, actually.”
“That’s incredible.”
“This changes things. This changes a lot of things…” I said, before adding, “Junction.”
We did end up discussing who we were going to take along with us, but I had to restructure the plan a bit because now it would be possible to get updates from Sanctuary, relay any discoveries we made, and warn them of danger.
Instead of deciding on one person on our list, we decided to take all three. They would come with us, as least as we investigated the goblins, then we’d decide what to do from there.
Everything seemed to be in place, but there was one more person I’d yet to have a chat with. He’d displayed incredible power during the minotaur’s attack and would be our last line of defense if we were attacked again while I was gone. He and I had fought together, and I suspected he had grown much more powerful after the minotaurs were defeated. Powerful enough to perhaps challenge me.
There were no necromancer crafting stations, so Mel had set up shop in one of the unused halls in the Living Quarters. A familiar Skeleton Captain stood at the entrance as I approached. At first I thought it was there as a guard, but the moment I got in range, it bowed then shuffled to the side to let me in.
This was going to be interesting.
 



Chapter 5 – Scared of the Dark
Like all the other halls in the Living Quarters, this one was filled with rooms on either side. Instead of the dark and creepy of a necromancer, Mel had filled his hall with Light Orbs that lined the ceiling It was almost clinically bright.
Passing the first room, I saw it was packed full of Skeleton Sentinels from our time back in the Head Mistress’s dungeon. Okay, maybe I was wrong about it not being creepy. At least it was well lit… They stood there perfectly still. I would have thought that they were actually dead except they were standing on their own two feet.
Each room I passed was filled with other minions. His wargs, werewolves, dark elf, giant insects, and minotaurs were all just as still as the skeletons. About halfway to the end of the hall, I passed by rooms filled with inanimate skulls. Always skulls. Some of them looked to be weaker creatures we’d faced, but he kept them around anyway. I wondered why he hadn’t raised them to life with the others. Had he met his limit?
Coming to the last room on the left, I found Mel pacing back and forth without ever taking his eyes of Waldemar’s giant skull. He had placed it on an old wooden desk. His plate armor was black with granules of purple, much like granite. A black cloak hung from his shoulder and a cast iron crown sat upon his short red hair. The crown I recognized as The Living’s Hazzard. It was one of the artifacts we found in Vodnyy Zomak—the imp’s dungeon. It gave Mel +100 Dark Magic Regeneration Per Minute, +500 Intelligence, Maximum Creatures Summoned +2, and on equip, a Dark Spector is summoned with the sole purpose of protecting its wearer. That explained the shadow-like ghost that followed him back and forth. It was like a real shadow that had grown bored of letting the light dictate where it lay, and instead followed its owner around like a tagalong. This was just another one of the reasons I felt safe enough to leave. I knew he’d be here to help everyone when I was gone if something went wrong.
“Hey,” I said, pulling his attention from his observations of the skull. More than once Mel had explained that he had to study a creature’s skull before he could raise it. It was much like my experience with Creature Observation before I’d learned to use its spell form. I used to have to observe an ability and examine it for an extended period of time before it was added to my blue magic spell list.
He looked my way, waving as he did, but turned back to the skull one last time before giving me his full attention. “Are you getting ready to leave?”
“I am. I wanted to chat before I left.”
“Good. Good. There’s something I’ve been wanting to talk to you about as well.”
“Sure. What’s up?” I replied, letting him go first.
“Vodnyy Zomak. I know you’re planning on giving it to Zorik—and I agree that that is the best play—but when he does go there to claim it, or if we get more orbs than we need, I’d like to go there and get it functioning so that we have a backup base.”
I had a feeling there was more to it than that. “Are you feeling cramped here?”
He frowned but didn’t deny it. “I could always use more experience.”
Nodding to myself as much to him, I realized I was still making the same mistakes as before… I’d been so desperate to get my Light Magic to the master rank that I was still overlooking my friends. Mel was easily at the level where he could find a place like the Belly and just hang out there for the next couple weeks while leveling like a madman. If it wasn’t for Xaphan, I was half tempted to send him there. “I hate to ask you this, but can you hold out for a little while? While I’m gone, you’re everyone’s best hope of staying safe if the unexpected happens.”
“Sure. Sure.” He brushed away any concern with a wave of his hand. He was too nice of a guy to put himself first. Unlike me.
“I’ll tell you what. Let me scout out the goblins. If there seems to be no surprises and they’re close enough, I’ll have Richard send for you. It will still be a while before we have enough DP to upgrade the Dungeon Aura again. One way or another, I’ll find somewhere for you to get some real hunting in. I’d take you with me, but…”
“It’s all good.” He glanced back at Waldemar’s skull. “I have this little beauty to figure out in the meantime.”
Little? It’s the size of a car…
“By the way, if you did happen to go with Zorik, what about Olivia?” I said, honestly concerned that he was already isolating himself too much. If he did go...
He shook his head, looking defeated. “You know… about her and Russ.”
“She’s not the only girl.”
He shrugged, not saying anything.
“Just think about it. The other girls are some of the most uniquely talented human beings in the Underworld—or world for that matter. They have some of the most impressive stats, ever.”
“They would probably take turns torturing you if they heard you comparing them by their stats.”
I cracked a smile. “Probably. They’ve got some nice Dexterity and Constitution though, don’t they?”
His grin widened.
“Seriously though, think about the people we could have gotten stuck with down here. I’m not sure I believe in luck exactly, but if there was a luck stat then ours would be maxed out. So think about it, okay?”
“I will,” he replied, and I could see that he meant it.
 
***
 
I was leaving Mel’s necro-lair when I spotted a familiar aura out of the corner of my eye. Turning, I saw the dwarf there waiting for me. His arms were crossed, and he stared at me as he finished chewing whatever he’d been eating.
“Ujurak,” I said, stopping and waiting for him to finish his food. He still wore his blue platemail and grey cloak just like the first time I’d seen him in the Belly. I wondered if he ever took them off.
Swallowing, he stared at me for a moment longer before saying what he’d come to say. “The pork isn’t half bad.”
It was a good reminder he was becoming a bit of a freeloader. He had his own food in his inventory, but the longer he was here the more he helped himself. 
“Your people eat its like often?” I said.
“Never. No one would use excess Light Magic in such a wasteful way. But…”
“But?”
“But if the price was right, they’d pay good coin for it.”
I didn’t believe my ears. He’d been an impossible nut to crack and would hardly discuss trade, even with Russ. And yet, now he was just coming right out and saying it. As much as I wanted to press him, there was a problem. “Once harvested, the buffs fade over time. I’m not sure anything would be left once it arrived in your homeland.”
He grunted. “There are ways to store things to keep magic goods fresh longer. Besides, in a few generations, your crop will take on more permanent characteristics.”
Well, if that was the case. “Then too bad trade hasn’t been established between us.”
“If you survive, and that’s a big if, we can make something happen.”
If it was true what he said, about our crop’s buffs becoming more permanent, then we needed to work fast to work through the first couple of generations of replanting. We had finally run across something that he couldn’t say no to.
 
***
 
Everyone was there to say goodbye when we were finally about to head out. I waited at the back of the group that was leaving with Aeris sitting atop my helmet. 
The three others who were going to be leaving with us stood before the rest of Sanctuary saying farewell to their closest friends. 
Perry had been gifted a suit of chocolate-colored platemail by Russ. I’d seen him use a shield before, but he still favored the sledge brothers’ original weapon of choice—a massive hammer. His two-handed Warhammer was strapped to his back. He was surrounded by our tanks and getting a trunk load of crippling pats on the back. As a Strength build, it was nothing he couldn’t easily shrug off.
Jess and Melony were more rogue-types. They both had upgraded armor since our last fight as Perry had. Their armor seemed to be made out of pale green corded vines of some kind, which I suspected was some kind of Nature based armor. They were huddled with Kylie. Travis was at her side. Seeing their apprehension reminded me how dangerous what we were about to do could be. A big part of me wanted to call it off and go alone, but there was little likelihood a better time to power level them would come along. I couldn’t shut them all up safely here in Sanctuary while I did everything myself. Perhaps there was even more I should be doing, like letting Mel go off and find his own place to hunt…
Our goodbyes were finished soon enough. With Richard’s new range we could literally talk to one another anytime we wished, which I pointedly reminded everyone of. I gave no speeches. “Don’t worry. We’ll all be back as soon as we run out of magic bacon.” I showed them a toothy grin, then, with one last wave of my hand, I spun and walked straight through the western exit of Sanctuary where most of the goblins had come from. The others had to hurry to catch up.
It would still be a few days before I could let loose, but hopefully we’d find something worth our effort wherever these goblins were hiding.



Chapter 6 – Little Flaps
With Mana Sight turned up to max, I was easily able to see into the darkness as we headed into the unknown. Keeping up with the mostly hushed conversation, I considered what I should really call my “Ultimate Form”. As soon as we’d left, I recast it, but Ultimate Form didn’t seem like a good fit. Fire Incubus, Primordial Cat, and perhaps even my Werewolf Form would be more powerful than my ultimate form’s current state. This was more of a form that existed for utility and power leveling. It was also one that would change constantly as my needs changed, and if I found new forms. 
Though I didn’t say any of my thoughts out loud, Richard’s self-declaration of his new nickname got me thinking. I could call this form The Modifier, Alter-nator, Evolver, The Human Potluck… They were all—terrible. I settled for something simple that made sense and I wouldn’t be embarrassed to say aloud. I’d call it simply Multi-shifting.
We began our journey to investigate the goblins at a brisk march that was just shy of a jog. There was no need to ask if everyone would be alright if we sped up the pace. Our group had long ago left behind their normal human limitations. The reason I wasn’t pushing them harder now was that I wanted everyone to come to grips with where we were going. We’d been cooped up in Sanctuary and just had a big battle. Now we were off to get into more trouble, so I’d let the group process that at their own pace. 
I could slow down my perception of time if I wanted more time to think, but the others couldn’t. Jess and Melony worried me the most since they seemed to rely on Kylie, who was the bravest of the trio of friends. It wasn’t that I thought that they would freeze or do anything foolish when the time came. Seeing them scramble for their lives during the minotaurs’ charge was enough to show me that they could think on their feet. The reason for my worry was that I didn’t know them well. Was there something that they needed from me as a leader in order to perform at their best—or just to not to be miserable?
My conversation with Skyler had left my mind mostly at ease about Perry. He’d warned that this tallest of the sledge brothers could be rather laidback, almost lazy, but he was also very competitive. All I had to do was give him a little challenge and he’d be ready to go.
I made a conscious effort not to wave my Hell Hound tail back and forth so that I didn’t accidently whip those behind me. I’d hoped to already have Tail Regrowth mastered, but it proved to be a pesky ability to max out. I decided to leave my tail in place, even though it was costing mana. Getting used to it being there would be helpful in the long term. It was also giving me a minor amount of experience toward further mastering Hell Hound Form.
I stared into the dark cavern and took my time to examine any possible hiding place for the enemy. Even with Sanctuary’s dungeon aura turned on to attract mobs, we went a half hour without seeing a single mob. During that time I struck up a little conversation to get to know the others better. “Do any of you have any tracking ability?”
Everyone shook their heads.
“Tell him,” Jess said, nudging her friend.
Melony was a stocky girl who looked more like a fighter than any of the other girls in Sanctuary but was also shy—even shier than Lydia, though less awkward. When Jess shrugged and was about to answer for her, I shook my head ever so slightly. Taking the hint immediately, Jess backed off to see if we could encourage Melony to open up.
“You have some special duelist perception?” I said, remembering how they had described her skill.
She nodded without looking up at me. It took her a moment, but she answered. “I can see bursts of energy when someone is about to attack. It helps me dodge and counter.”
“That’s incredible,” I replied, seeing Perry’s eyes go wide in my peripheral. It seemed it was news to him as well. “Do you mind testing it for me?”
Her eyes shot up as high as my chest. Her black braid of a ponytail snapped to the side from beneath the back of her open-faced helmet. It seemed she thought of me as a bit of a troublemaker, for she glared at me as if I was about to attack. Well technically, I was. Waiting, I watched her shrug after a few moments, but she didn’t take her eyes off of me.
“What do you see of me now?” I stopped to hold out my arms to the sides.
She scrunched her pale brow and narrowed her eyes. “Not much. There is a little glow coming from you overall, but that might just be you and not my ability.”
“You do glow,” Aeris said from her perch on my helmet.
“Let’s try this…” 
I left the group and cast invisible. “Any glow?” I said.
“Yes, but I could easily walk right by you and not notice,” Melony said. “These caves sometimes have weird light.”
Without telling her, I began pushing mana through my body to have it accumulate in my hand. It happened almost instantly. The moment I felt my mana flow Melony jumped back. I didn’t cast the spell, or let it seep out of my palm, and yet she had seen it immediately.
“There,” she said, pointing to my hand that was invisible to the others.
I uncast Invisible and accepted Aeris’s group invite. “What did it look like?”
“Like a surge of light.”
“You can see spikes of mana…” It wasn’t a question. Through Mana Sight, I could see surges as well, but because the entire realm of mana was lit up for me, surges were harder to pinpoint, especially small ones. I’d begun casting a Lesser Heal spell, which used almost no mana at all, and she’d seen it no problem before it even materialized. Her ability was very limited, but its singular focus made it far more sensitive than my own. I explained to her as much. “Do you see surges from bashers?”
Now that she was talking, her reserve melted away. “Only when they use skills.”
It was as I thought. I’d been able to confirm that even bashers use mana, just in a different way than casters. The skills she spoke of technically used stamina instead of mana, but my current theory was that this excessive stamina came from the mana in their blood. Since humans didn’t have cores, it had to somehow increase their bodies’ natural processes.
“Can I see your stats?” Perry said, unable to hold himself back from the conversation any longer.
She did so without pause. I glanced over and got a good look myself.
Melony
Level: 391
Health Points: 25,250 (+252)
Mana Points: 3,000 (+30)
Stamina: 3,535 (+35)
Attributes
Strength: 317 (+3)
Dexterity: 1,063 (+10)
Constitution: 505 (+5)
Intelligence: 300 (+3)
Wisdom: 103 (+1)
 
Seeing her stats and level gave me an odd mix of guilt and vindication. Guilt because I knew I could have helped the others more—helped her more—and vindication because, if I had helped, my own stats would be nowhere near what they were now, and people might have died because of it. That was why she was here though, so that I could help bring her along. “Do you use Intelligence for your abilities?”
“Yes,” she replied. “It improves my Duelist’s Vision, which is what allows me to see mana surges. Constitution allows me to have enough stamina for my skills, and Dexterity is what their effectiveness is based on. It’s also what I’m talented in.”
“And Strength?”
“Strength is helpful for when I can’t use skills.”
There was no way around it. She was weak. It would take about 542 levels for her to Ascend if she did under the same circumstances as I did, and since she relied on so many different stats...
As we continued to talk, she laid out her own plan. She would get Constitution to 1,000 next, then Intelligence. Those two were indirectly class stats for her. Then she could pump everything into Dexterity or head toward ascension. It should’ve been no surprise that she already knew how to build her character and was trying to weigh out the advantages and disadvantages of what to do when she reached a level where her progression was no longer obvious. She needed about 314 levels to get to a place where she would have to decide. It was also possible she’d go through some kind of transformation before then. After everything I’d seen, nothing would surprise me.
It was then that something in the distance caught my eye. Holding up my hand, everyone stopped. Something had been watching us from the wall of the cavern.
“It’s gone,” Aeris whispered. “I think the cave takes a turn up there. It could’ve been a scout.”
“I think you’re right.” I glanced over at Melony who was straining her eyes to catch a glimpse. I doubted her ability would have shown her anything because there was no surge of mana or stamina. Still, I planned on keeping an eye on her. “It’s time we go into stealth mode.” As much as I wanted to also discuss Perry and Jess’s abilities, it would have to wait. I cast Invisibility on everyone except myself.
I hadn’t forgotten the danger that the Underworld posed, but my progression had given me a lot more confidence in my ability to take a hit. I also highly doubted anything less than Waldemar or a monstrous succubi like Lady Contessa would give me much of a problem protecting the others. My Fire Incubus Form made me almost invincible to lesser creatures. In the worst-case scenario I could ramp it up.
I watched Aeris float down from overhead in the ethereal state that came from Invisibility. Just as we’d discussed, I would act as bait. Stepping ahead of the others, I stretched out my wings. I would have thought they’d feel stiff after being pulled in behind me for so long, but it was just the opposite. It was as if they contained excess energy. No better time to practice flying than when you were hoping a tribe of angry goblins was waiting just around the corner.
I considered leaving my partial Minotaur Form in place as I became our clumsy flying target, but it would add weight and I had almost no experience flying with my new wings as it was. My human body retook its shape before I flapped my wings for the first time. Multi-shifting with only my wings, tail, and magma fist gave me an additional 2,666 MPM without the Minotaur Form. I checked quickly to see that the new form had already reached level 3 and I wasn’t even trying.
Here we go. I stretched my wings high into the air, readying myself for what was about to happen. My perception of time was at its peak as I pushed my wings toward the ground. Before my mind could process my surprise, I shot toward the ceiling. Looking up, I had to contort my body to squeeze between two stalactites that were reaching out toward me like imposing spears. Bracing with my hands and feet, I managed the collision well.
That didn’t go as expected. As I fell back toward the ground, I spread out my wings and caught myself like a glider. I tipped awkwardly in the air from side to side as I tried to gain stability. Before returning to the ground, I flapped my wings—this time with as little effort as possible. It raised me up in the air about a foot before I was falling again and had to flap again. I cast Skeleton Titan’s Defense. So much bone added weight, though not as much as Minotaur Form, but I was now convinced that I needed the armor to help keep myself from accidently finding myself impaled.
It took me three to four minutes before I found a comfortable enough rhythm where I didn’t have to give the simple practice of beating my wings all of my attention. Aeris was there the entire time giving me instructions from behind. She was trying to use hushed tones, but my wings moved so much air that they were like being next to a man-sized ceiling fan. Besides, if the thing we’d seen was really a goblin scout, they already knew there was more than just me. The plan wouldn’t fool them for long. It should force any ambushes to focus on me though.
“Better,” Aeris said. “Don’t use your wings’ full range of motion. Use little flaps. Good.”
I heard snickering from the ladies behind me. Hopefully trying this out in front of them didn’t earn me the new nickname Little Flaps. I hadn’t said as much to Richard, but it was always the names that other people gave you that really seemed to stick.
It was another ten minutes before I dared to start heading forward. When I did, the little adjustments I made fit in well with the already established beating of my wings. Finally, we were on our way. Come out, little goblins. Little Flaps wants to play!
 



Chapter 7 – It’s Time to Talk
I might as well have been calling out that I was there with the amount of noise I was making flying. There were other options available to me if flying silently was really my goal. Zorik’s constant flapping of his wings wasn’t nearly as loud, but Imp Form’s -20% to Strength and Dexterity was a big turn off. It was a debuff that didn’t go away even as the form leveled. There was also my Bat Form, but it didn’t allow the use of gear while it was cast. It was also the only form I had that didn’t level up. Who needed stealth though? To anyone that saw me coming, I was a skeletal demon flying nonchalantly around Underworld’s Dungeon Level without a care in the world.
It wasn’t easy to fly at a slow enough pace for the others to keep the full benefit of Invisibility. The faster they moved, the more visible they became. I ended up flying ahead of them at a reasonable distance but remained in casting range so that Aeris could back me up. Then I’d slow myself to a stop and wait a minute while they caught up. In this way, I reached the end of the straight stretch of cave and came to the place where it turned left—to the south. 
As I’d half expected, there was nothing in sight. The goblin scouts that had entered Sanctuary’s Outer Perimeter had already shown atypical intelligence, so if there wasn’t an ambush here, they were probably setting something up further on ahead. I continued on when the others caught up to me, and soon, I noticed that the cavern was changing colors. Instead of the blue and green speckled rock I was used to seeing in our dungeon and the surrounding area, the world around us turned dull and grey. Hopefully the goblins’ dungeon would contain different ore, which could mean more resources. 
The further we went the more the path seemed to twist. The cave was more natural here and the glow of mana was much less than in our own dungeon, and even the Belly. Unless I was mistaken, this was the least amount of mana visible in any tunnel that I’d experienced. My travels were limited, but my memory was also better than it had ever been. If they dwelled in an area with less natural mana formations, then what could it possibly mean? Would the goblins be weaker than we thought?
I didn’t dare let my guard down. It had already been quite some time since we’d last seen the scout, and even though we weren’t exactly trying to catch him quickly, I’d expected to see him already.
Turning down Mana Sight, I allowed my perceptions to return to only twice what was normal so that an hour didn’t seem like four.
I was sure the others were thinking the same thing I was. Why hadn’t we gone after the scout the moment we saw him? There was no way it would have been able to run from us. Even if it was one of their level 500 hobgoblins, it would have been of little challenge after the level 1,000+ minotaurs.
I was just about to touch down and wait for the others to discuss what to do, when I saw the faintest glow in the distance. It wasn’t an individual creature, but the glow of something large, like the beginning of another dungeon. We didn’t reach the new area right away. It took another fifteen minutes before the rock around us began to change. The colors weren’t as concentrated as they were in the granite-like rock of Sanctuary. Instead there were great veins of green, brown and purple with the grey rock filling in the areas between them. It wasn’t the only thing that changed. The cave began to straighten out.
It finally opened up into a massive chamber. The ground was foot-worn and smooth. The ceiling shot up until it curved like the dome of an underground theater. It was more like a miner’s Union Station. There were countless tunnels that had been dug out along the walls. The room itself had the same manmade shape to it as if an army of tunnellers had found this place and begun digging in every direction, including up.
I stopped after a moment’s observation, and amped Mana Sight to full power. “Wait here,” I said without waiting for the others’ reply. It was time to draw the little boogers out.
The act of stopping and moving forward with the subtle change of the flap of my wings was becoming more natural. I started forward.
This grand room reminded me of the coliseum of ancient Rome. I was literally surrounded by entrances on all sides that opponents could slither out of.
I’d flown into the room a good thirty meters before I saw the first glimpse of mana. Hidden in the shadow of the entrance to one of the many tunnels on my left I saw the green glow of a creature as tall as a man, if not taller. It wasn’t a goblin, but one of the hobgoblin variety. Out of my peripherals, I saw one in a tunnel directly in front of me, then another on my right. Where there was one, there was a thousand. It was only a moment after I’d spotted the first creature when the flood gates were opened and they began pouring out. Activating Creature Observation’s skill form, I did a quick survey of their levels and what type of creatures they were.
Goblin and hobgoblins surrounded me. The goblins were in the low to mid hundreds and the hobgoblins were between 500 to just over 1,000. 
Maybe I should’ve been more afraid than I felt, but my level was 730 and I had the base stats of someone that was 2,066. If I dared to use In the Buff x4 or more, then that could double. Fire Incubus Form could take it even further.
“I see you,” I said aloud, hoping the goblins would hear and react. We were still easily within the range for Richard’s magic, so we were still able to communicate at a distance at will. The others heard what I’d said.
I didn’t stop flying forward until I reached the middle of the room. It was much larger than I’d first thought. The dome above me wasn’t evenly shaped, nor was the room perfectly round. My assessment that this had once been a mining colony was sound.
For so many goblins, they were keeping incredibly quiet as they hid inside their tunnels—creepy quiet. It crossed my mind to just start my attack, but then they could scatter, and we’d lose out on a lot of experience. Even I should get a good deal of it with so many mobs around my level.
When they moved, they did so all at once. Thousands of them, dozens from each tunnel, scurried out, but stopped soon after, giving me a wide berth. It only took seconds for the room to fill with the green and blue creatures. They glowed green and a surprising purple in the mana realm. Green was from Nature Magic, but this hue of Purple was Neutral… My Alpha Bolt was the only element neutral magic I’d seen.
Of course, I could call the others in to help, but this was an opportunity to try something. I now had enough base mana to case Andesitic Magma,
the Magma spell’s second rank. It had three ranks in total.
Basaltic Magma
Spell Cost – 2,000,000 MP (400,000 MP with buffs)
Andesitic Magma
Spell Cost – 1,000,000 MP (200,000 MP with buffs)
Rhyolitic Magma
Spell cost – 500,000 MP (100,000 MP with buffs)
 
I hadn’t even considered testing it just because I had a feeling it would get messy. Also, I’d like to try it in a place with a lot of air since I’d almost killed myself with its nasty fumes when we were fleeing the Belly. Did I want to be left with nothing but mana over time spells though? Casting it would limit me greatly.
There was also Fire Incubus’s Fire Breather ability. Hell Hound had something similar. I could try to cook them in this very room. With enough mana, Flame Thrower could even do the job…
Maybe I should just stick to what had always worked by putting on my best form and busting some skulls. I wanted to see what their neutral magic was like anyways—if they used magic at all. Trying to fight them while flying would certainly add a new level of difficulty.
Something about the way they just waited after surrounding me stayed my hand. It would take a single flap of my wings for me to reach their ranks in any direction.
Finding the highest level hobgoblin I could, I tried to read his body language. Unlike the goblins, the hobgoblin’s skin wasn’t green, but a rich blue. They also stood as tall as a human if not taller. The one I was watching had to be at least seven feet. He looked much more human than I would have ever imagined. He had a pretty defined underbite, but his eyes were bright and perceptive. They turned down at the outside corners, giving him an almost empathetic look.
This one’s arms were crossed in front of his chain-covered chest. The hilt of a large, twohanded weapon was still strapped to his back. He wasn’t the only one with his weapon still sheathed. Most of the hobgoblins had yet to draw their weapons and were waiting as if they expected something to happen.
The goblin crowd began to split directly in front of me. A path cleared and an old, bent over goblin with a cane took his first step toward me. It wasn’t apparent if he actually needed the cane to walk, for he shuffled with each foot out to the side with every step. When he reached the front of the goblin line, they closed in behind him, but were sure to give him space. Creature Observation gave me some rather underwhelming news.
Goblin
Level: 100
 
It was certainly strange. He just stood there leaning on his cane as he examined me. If they followed someone with experience and not the highest level that spoke volumes about the type of culture they had.
Taking one last deep breath, the old goblin pushed off his cane and threw it to the ground. His yellowy eyes widened as his gaze turned into a glare. He looked like he was about to start something. Before I could laugh at the thought of him threatening me, his mana began to grow. I couldn’t believe my eyes. The mana realm lit up as Power exploded inside of him.
I heard a high-pitched squeak through group chat. There was no need to ask Melony if she had seen something.
Not taking my eyes off the old goblin, I watched as his power continued to skyrocket. Not only his power, but his body started to change with it. As he grew taller, his muscles thickened. The only thing that didn’t change was the glare he gave me. It was a challenge.
“Elorion?!” Aeris’s voice sounded in my ear.
His transformation couldn’t have taken more than a couple seconds. It seemed longer to me because of my perceptions, but he shifted from goblin, to hobgoblin, then evolved to—something else. His skin was deep purple, and he had a long, entirely human looking face. Standing at least twelve feet tall was impressive, but it was his mana density that convinced me of his true strength.
“Be ready to run at my word,” I commanded. During the old goblin’s transformation, I had undergone a bit of a transformation of my own. My tail and Magma Fist had disappeared. Beneath my Skeleton Titan’s Defense, my Fire Incubus Form had taken shape.
“You know I’m not leaving you,” Aeris said. Even though she wasn’t there I could easily imagine her shaking her head.
It was more serious than she knew. This level of mana density I’d only seen a few times. It wasn’t at Lilith, Nava, or Xaphan’s level, but it was still beyond us. It was eerily similar to Lady Contessa’s, except instead of Dark Magic, this elder goblin shone purple with pure neutral mana.
With a twist of his head, he waited, daring me to make the next move. At his new height, his glare was level with mine where I hung in the air. We both stood our ground for what had to be a minute or more as we watched each other to guess at each other’s intentions. 
I wasn’t sure how to react. His level now registered as too high for me to observe. It looked like a challenge. A challenge I might not be able to win. I’d come a long way since Lady Contessa though. If I used Advanced Mind Buff and Fire Incubus Form to their fullest, it might be possible. It could also lure Mistress Nava right to us. We were too close to Sanctuary for it to be safe. What choice do I have though?
There was an instinct inside of me, or intuition, that said there might be another option. But I couldn’t just drop my guard.
I dropped my wings, cutting the mana to them to allow them to fade into nothing, and removed my scepter and Warhammer from my inventory in the same movement. My scepter was swallowed up by my bone breast plate to become a part of my armor, while also allowing me to retain the item’s buffs. My Warhammer hung in my hand at my side in as nonthreatening a way as possible. I fell from where I’d hung in the air and landed with barely a bend of the knees.
The elder goblin’s eyes were now looking down on me from his superior height. I hadn’t lost an advantage but gained one since I had no experience flying during a fight. Not that I would tell him that. If he was looking for me to back down all together, that wouldn’t happen.
Craning his neck, he looked down his nose at me and opened his mouth to speak. I shouldn’t have been surprised, but it was too unexpected. The words that came out of his mouth were perfect English. “Are you here to talk, or fight?”
This should be interesting. I regretted not having Zorik here, but I could contact him if I really needed to. He’d know far more about goblins than I did—like if they were fans of setting traps.
I’d always wanted a giant purple goblin for a neighbor. “I’m willing to talk.”
 



Chapter 8 – Unexpected Friends
With a nod of his head, the elder goblin began to shrink until he stood as tall as I did. He still possessed the purple pigment of his advanced form and his mana density didn’t change.
Depositing my weapon, I conceded for real this time.
A wave of his hand sent the entire room scurrying back into the numerous tunnels. He twisted his head to the side as if examining me. “What are you, shapeshifter?”
I let my Fire Incubus Form fade entirely, leaving just my human form showing beneath Skeleton Titan’s Defense. I hesitated, but after of moment of mental preparation, I let my skeletal helmet disappear as well to reveal my face.
“Human…” he said, emphasizing each syllable. He stood rigidly for what felt like a long time.
Half expecting him to change his mind about talking, I took a step back, balancing my weight between both feet so that I was ready to move in any direction.
Then he surprised me by extending his arms out to the sides and bowing his head. “Welcome.” He stood straight again before continuing. “It has been a century since I have seen your kind. Please, call your four friends and have them join us.”
Tension grew in my neck and back. Not only had he mentioned that he’d seen other humans in the last century, instead of a millennium ago like I’d been led to believe, but he obviously knew the rest of my group was here and how many of them there were. But how? Did he have a skill like mana sight that allowed him to see them clearly himself? If there were others that had given him the information, how had he communicated with them? Did he also have someone with a talent for communication like Richard?
“Come join us,” I called out to them. A moment later, I dropped their Invisibility. I didn’t say more or anything that would give away our ability to communicate at long distances.
Pivoting to the side, I watched them come. Aeris shot up overhead but approached with the others at their walking pace.
When they arrived, the goblin elder bowed his head again, never taking his eyes off of us. “Greetings, humans. I am Master Khaba. Please follow me. There is a place where you can rest, and we can have refreshments as we speak.”
No one said anything in response, for he turned his back on us and began walking in the direction he had approached from. Aeris floated down to fly by my side. Our eyes met. I saw that she had questions, but I didn’t want to offend our host by making him wait.
Through one of the many tunnels almost identical to all the rest, we followed Khaba down a winding passage that led into another room with more tunnels. This one was smaller—much like the living room in the home I’d grown up in. A glance told me that most of the side tunnels were actually rooms and didn’t lead somewhere else. There weren’t many furnishings, but a series of mats were laid out in a circle that I guessed was what he used as a place to sit. In one of the far rooms, I heard the shuffling of feet and what must have been the setting of cups or plates.
Khaba stopped when he reached the furthest mat and motioned for us to sit. There were eight mats laid out, so there was more than enough room for the five of us.
The others were looking at me, and I nodded before taking a seat across from him. They followed my lead.
After we were seated, Khaba grinned widely before his purple form began to revert to his blue hobgoblin form. He stopped there, not returning to the old goblin he’d been at first. “Forgive the sparse accommodations. It is common for us to have to flee, so we don’t invest in certain luxuries.”
“How did you do that?” Jess said suddenly. I’d been considering the best way to approach the same question, but she just came right out and said it.
Instead of taking offense, he looked at her curiously. “You aren’t familiar with our race?”
Holding out my hand to the others, I stilled their replies. I looked our host in the eye. I still feared that giving him too much information might reveal our weaknesses—weaknesses he could take advantage of. As accommodating as he might seem, that didn’t mean he was any less of a monster. To approach him any other way was foolish. “We were taken from our homes on the surface world.” I chose my words carefully. “Our Succubus master has trained us to fight, and survive, but there is much we haven’t been told.”
“I see,” Khaba replied, and looked back to Jess with a friendly face. He seemed to relax. “Then to answer your question, the goblin race is Bestial, and not Monster like your master. We are much like humans.” He nodded toward Aeris as if to use her as an example. “Our strength runs in our blood. So when our strength overflows, our form can change. With time and experience, we eventually gain mastery over our form.”
“Thank you,” I said, more forcibly than I meant to.
“You’re surprised by my answer?”
“Not at the answer itself, but—”
“But that I’d share it freely?”
“Yes.”
A curvy hobgoblin exited the room where I’d heard the shuffling of feet. It was a female goblin without an underbite who also looked mostly human. She wore a sleeveless hard-leather vest and skirt. I wondered if the way she looked meant she could also manipulate her form. All that creature observation told me was that she was level 932—higher than most.
Setting down the tray between us, she sat next to Khaba Indian-style with her hands folded in her lap. She didn’t look anyone in the eye.
“This is Nane,” the elder goblin said. “My wife and head softener.”
Her eyes went wide with the last remark before narrowing into a scowl.
He let out a belly laugh at seeing her response.
She shook her head. “No number of whacks to the head will ever soften your skull.”
I laughed uncomfortably, but Aeris looked to have loosened up entirely. “So goblin and human men are the same?” she said.
Nane finally looked up and shared a grin with Aeris.
“I know you may not trust us,” Khaba said. “Our dealings to this point have been, strenuous. Know that you will not offend us if you do not drink your tea, but we still offer it for your enjoyment. It’s made from Midnight Pearl, which is the leaf of a mushroom that feeds off neutral energy. It’s one of the few things that’s refreshing to all races.”
It only took a glance to know that it was as he said. It radiated neutral mana through Mana Sight. I took up one of the round clay cups with both hands. It had no loop for a handle, was glassy to the eye and perfectly smooth. I wondered if they made them themselves. “Thank you.”
Taking a sip, I tried what tasted like sugarless tea It made my lips tingle at the touch. As I swallowed, the tingling sensation filled me. I received a popup.
+1 Health Regeneration per minute for 20 minutes
+1 Stamina Regeneration per minute for 20 minutes
+1 Mana Regeneration per minute for 20 minutes
 
Looking over to the others, I saw they were waiting anxiously to see how I’d respond—or if I began choking to death. Instead of giving them any clear answer, I lifted my eyebrow as a dare for them to try it themselves.
Aeris saw past my lack of forthrightness and picked up her own cup to drink. The others hesitated as she took a sip.
“It’s very good,” she said, smiling at Nane.
After the rest of our group began to drink, Khaba got down to business. “I’m assuming you are a part of the group that moved into Originem?”
We had renamed the dungeon Sanctuary, but I immediately recognized it as the name Zorik had used before we had taken possession of our new home. “We are.”
“Then our first form of business shall be reconciliation. Do you agree?”
My throat tightened up. It was possible that they considered Sanctuary as a part of their territory before we’d moved in. Even worse, when they had come to investigate, we’d killed them. “I do. And first, let me apologize. If we’d known you were here, and that there was a possibility for peace, we would’ve handled things much differently.”
He held up his hand, shaking his head. “The goblin tribes have been scattered, but even when the goblin empire thrived, peace would have been nigh impossible. It’s only through centuries of being hunted by the Monster races, and ever some of the Bestial ones, that a few of us have learned the virtue of friendship. If you’d been taught of us by your master, I’d expect nothing less than for you to attack us on sight. It is a reputation we have earned many times over. Even now, many of my brethren would attack you first without any thought of peace.”
Aeris’s hand found my wrist. “We’re still very sorry for the lives we have cost you.” Her grip tightened with every word.
I saw Nane’s gaze fall to her hands that lay in her lap. Moisture started to form at the corners of her eyes.
“We would’ve also approached you differently if we had known more,” Khaba continued, leaning against his wife to remind her he was there. “But this is the Underworld. All races must be quick to defend themselves. I admit, we were also confused at first. We didn’t see any of your people using Light Magic, and some were even using Dark Magic and Necromancy.”
I began to answer his question by giving a quick summary of how we arrived here and our lack of knowledge of our own history in the Underworld. Then skipped to the part where we were chased from the Head Mistress’s dungeon. Much of the events once we arrived in the area he already had knowledge of. It seemed their scouts were more widespread than I’d thought. They knew that Lady Contessa and the minotaurs had been chasing after us, for after they arrived there had been great spikes of mana from our battles. Even though our talks were progressing in a positive direction, there was much detail I purposely left out—like how long we’d been in the Underworld and how many of us there were.
“You are the only one of your people that can use Light Magic?” the elder goblin asked.
“Yes. Everyone else has different talents,” I replied.
“I would like to extend to you our forgiveness for every life taken as we scouted your dungeon. I ask that you do the same for our trespassing. Will you have to return to discuss this with your master?”
I was a bit confused because they hadn’t taken the life of anyone in Sanctuary, but I wasn’t going to argue the point. “No,” I said with a grin. “I’m confident I speak for the others. All is forgiven.”
“Then it’s settled.” He bowed his head. “As for this Mistress Nava, I’m afraid we can’t help you face her directly. In my four hundred years of life, I’ve experienced firsthand how powerful the Mistresses can be. It’s not a fight you can win. However, I can teach you how to hide, and survive. It would require you giving up Sanctuary. As you have probably noticed, our current home isn’t a dungeon. Dungeons and dungeon spirits attract attention. It’s only a matter of time before something too powerful to handle wants what you have, or to kill you for no other reason than to grow more powerful.”
I waited patiently as he explained how they survived for so long. Their scouts were the eyes and ears for their tribe, and the moment that they were threatened, they would pack up and flee. That was why they had very little. Even Khaba and Nane, who were the leaders of their people, lived as Spartanly as possible.
“The problem we have is that there is an even greater threat than Mistress Nava hanging over our head.” I went into detail about how the Head Mistress had designed a spell to leech our excess mana. If we stopped progressing, then she would come after us herself and there was no hiding from her. It was the most in-depth I’d been with any of my explanations. I secretly hoped he’d know a way to sever our link to her.
He did not. “Then you have no choice. I will warn you though. Chasing power is the surest way to die in the Underworld. Those on top do not appreciate lesser beings trying to surpass them. The more powerful you become, the more attention you will attract.”
Silence lingered for a long moment.
“That is actually the purpose of our mission. We came to investigate you first, because we thought you might be a danger to our people. Now we know better, but our ultimate goal is to find a way to progress without drawing attention. You are able to hide your true form. Is that something anyone can learn?”
He tapped his chin as he considered the question. “I suppose it is, but I’m not sure of how much help I can be. You see, goblins aren’t able to use magic.”
At first I hardly believed my ears. “You’re not? But you transform.”
“We can draw on our strength.” Holding out his hand palm up, he flooded neutral mana into it.
Melony jumped where she sat, then nervously laughed. She’d seen the spike of power.
His hand was now wrapped in purple light.
“So you use this strength to enhance your body?” I said, picking up his use of the word strength in place of mana.
“Exactly right,” the elder goblin replied. “At one time our strength surpassed even that of the Monster races, but that was more than a millennium ago. In the same way humans are hunted, so are goblins.”
“I fear my Light Magic acts like a beacon to attract unwanted attention. Do you know of a way to hide it as I try to reach the next rank?”
He shook his head. “To progress, you must push your strength to the limits. In doing so, not even the Underworld itself can hide your presence. If there is a way, I do not know it.”
Our conversation continued for hours. Food was brought to us and we even offered to share our own. One thing became clear. The goblins wouldn’t help us fight, but they would share any of the information their scouts discovered freely.
We’d also found our first willing trading partner, but what they offered would be severely limited. They survived by scavenging, so ore, foodstuff, and alchemy ingredients were probably the most we could hope for. On the other hand, we could probably offer them some luxuries they normally didn’t have access to.
When asked, Khaba was willing to tell us what he knew about the humans in the Underworld, but it wasn’t easy to hear. Most of them had also become scavengers, running when threatened with no place to call home. Many still held to the old ways by limiting themselves to Light Magic. Those that didn’t were rogues and thieves. He warned that they would be as likely to attack us as the mindless beasts and monsters that roamed the Dungeon Level.
Before leaving, I had Richard contact Khaba and add him to our sphere of influence so that we could speak with him any time. His wife Nane was also added.
A friendly neighbor had been the last thing I’d thought we’d find when coming here. I limited communication with Richard and Sanctuary while we were still in goblin territory, but if his reaction was any indication, then I suspected everyone else would be just as surprised. 
A hobgoblin that was shorter than most of the others with grey-blue skin became our guide as we left half a day later. Lodging was offered, but I explained that we didn’t really require sleep. The event left me with more questions than answers. I was also less sure that I’d find a way to train my Light Magic without announcing my presence to every creature within miles.
I tried the best I could not to think about it, but it was impossible to ignore completely. I had felt the power Khaba possessed, yet he insisted it was impossible to defeat Mistress Nava. If that was the case, perhaps it was a better idea to follow his advice and learn to run and hide. I’d already suspected that reaching Master Rank in Light Magic wouldn’t be enough on its own, but there had to be something—there had to be a way to progress faster, or a weapon that would give us the power we needed to survive. We could run and hide, or we could keep trying to find it…
Next stop, I had a date with an Ireki Wraith.
 



Chapter 9 – Return to the Belly
It was Jess’s turn to fight as we were heading toward the Ireki Wraith's tomb. We were now in a tunnel near the Belly. The goblin scout had left us an hour before. Jess suddenly blinked out of existence. At least, so it seemed to the naked eye. 
Mana Sight gave me a much more detailed explanation. As she activated Fade, her entire being was drawn to one point and all that was left was a glowing orb, much like the orbs we used to power Sanctuary, but this one was only visible in the mana realm. She didn’t stay still. Looping around the humanoid ant creature, she reappeared behind it, heaving a two-handed slash with her sword at the base of its neck. There was an audible clunk. Her sword bit into its furry shell-like skin, but her attack was still blunted after hitting it in approximately the same place for the third time. At level 395, she was almost fifty levels behind the creature, but her Fade talent made the fight very one-sided. Her only issue was the obvious—that she didn’t have the strength to kill it quickly.
Jess
Level: 395
Health Points: 16,350 (+164)
Mana Points: 3,030 (+30)
Stamina: 2,289 (+23)
Attributes
Strength: 145 (+1)
Dexterity: 1,002 (+10)
Constitution: 327 (+3)
Intelligence: 303 (+3)
Wisdom: 301 (+2)
 
She had followed Melony and Kylie with her character build by focusing on Dexterity, but she didn’t have the same weapon skills that they did. Her Fade ability used Dexterity to increase the distance she could travel while fading, so she did have a skill-based reason for it. Even more than Melony, her abilities seemed to rely on mana instead of stamina. They didn’t take a lot of mana, so she had written off Intelligence and Wisdom as secondary stats. I was starting to believe they were her primary.
The fight ended about a minute later. It was little experience for Aeris and me, but Melony, Jess and Perry all leveled up. I Drained the mob and received a mediocre +7 to Constitution. Most of the creatures we’d run across, Wererats being the most common, were much lower in level than this mob had been. It seemed that the Belly had repopulated in our absence. No surprise there really, with all the corpses we had left. Even though I’d drained them of blood during our visit, I hadn’t yet learned Lesser Devour so their corpses remained. Our massive show of magic may have scared them off for a time, but undoubtedly the mobs had returned and feasted on our leftovers.
It would take a detour for us to actually end up in the Belly, but every tunnel would bring us close unless we took a tunnel that would take us far out of the area.
“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” I heard Aeris whisper in my ear.
“That it’s time to eat?” I said aloud, excited about the prospect.
Her face appeared before mine. She was upside down. “No.” She shook her head in a quick flurry that reminded me of a hummingbird. “I’m pretty sure your Devour ability has replaced your brain with a second stomach.” Her tongue shot out.
As I began to laugh, she shook where she hung from her place perched on my head.
She gave me a quick kiss on the nose before narrowing her eyes. “I think we should go to the Belly and see if Xaphan is still there. If he isn’t, I want to kill things.”
That sobered me faster than being encased in a block of ice. “I think you’ve been drinking too much Muck-cow Milk again.”
Her face scrunched down in a pout. Or was it up? Technically, she was hanging upside down, so she was—frowning up.
“Please?” She pled with her eyes. “Let’s just check, because if he’s gone there is something I’ve been wanting to try—really bad.”
“What happened to that person that is always rebuking me for putting myself in danger and not thinking about the others?”
She didn’t even have to roll her eyes to give me the same impression. All it took was a look. “There’s one big difference, Skeletor. We’re talking about it, and I’m inviting you to come with me.”
It was my turn to stick out my tongue. I couldn’t deny that what she said was true-ish, but no part of me wanted to have to face that Primordial Cat again. If I thought there was any chance that we could persuade Xaphan to defend us against Mistress Nava, then all of our worries could be brushed aside. I had little doubt he could end her as easily as a cat could a mouse. But that wasn’t an option. Trusting a cat was bad enough, but this was like putting your trust in a hurricane—a category five hurri-cat that might be hungry when it woke up from its nap and gobble you up. When I’d tried to run from him before, he’d caught me without any effort. No, approaching Xaphan wasn’t an option.
“I don’t think taking the chance is worth the danger,” I replied.
Dropping the silliness, she floated down to hover in front of me and held me in a compassionate gaze. “I know he scares you, after what he did, but I don’t think it’s as likely for him to wake up as you think. Our casters went all out at the same time, Lady Contessa was there, as was her dark elf and the dwarf, the wargs, etc., and he didn’t wake up through any of it. It was only when you used your magic to take a peek inside of him and steal his abilities that he began paying attention. Don’t do that again and we should be fine.”
“We aren’t just going to check to see if he’s not there, are we?”
She shrugged. “We will assess the situation first.”
Glancing over, I saw the others watching us intently. They also seemed to lack the anxiety that I was feeling. If the Belly had truly been repopulated, then they knew there was a huge amount of experience just sitting there waiting for us.
“Fine, but even if you’re right, we don’t have a lot of time to spare.”
“I won’t need a lot of time,” Aeris promised.
Seeing her resolve, I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, then nodded my head.
 
***
 
The more I thought about it, the more I realized Aeris had probably been planning on stopping by the Belly from the beginning. Her reasoning was too well laid out for her to not have already prepared her arguments before the conversation. Her logic was sound, but it wasn’t her reasoning that convinced me we wouldn’t become cat food. It was how the imps had come out in mass like a bunch of buzzards and shown no fear that Xaphan would attack that gave me a little peace. I just hoped he didn’t recognize my mana signature or something like fondly remembering a fun toy.
It wasn’t difficult to find a tunnel that headed in the direction of the Belly. Just as Waldemar had likely found us because his scouts had felt my Light Magic from a distance, we could feel the mana from the numerous mobs awaiting us. It was clearer to Aeris and I since we were casters, but you didn’t have to be talented with magic to feel the life that awaited us. I wasn’t sure if I could feel Xaphan. His Magma based mana was unique, but if he was still sleeping and not using it...
The tunnel turned so that we could see the cave opening up to our destination. Even if I had somehow persuaded myself that this wouldn’t end in tragedy, it still sent my stomach churning like a bubbling stew. I really would have preferred lunch.
We approached slowly with Invisibility cloaking us. At the mouth of the tunnel, we stood looking out into the cavern the size of a large city. We were on top of a cliff a few stories above the Crystalis. The forest of crystal was still intact and actually seemed to have grown since we’d been here last. Hedges of crystal spouted up at the base the larger tree-sized ones. Each one glowed in a different color of light, being filled with different types of elemental mana. It wasn’t dense, but there were so many of them that if you could ever collect the power within then you could drown yourself in mana. I already knew I couldn’t Drain them from my first visit here. I might be able to find out more about them though through Force Learn. That would have to wait though.
I looked in the direction of Xaphan’s lair that was at the top of an outcropping of rocks on the far-left side of the room. With Mana Sight at full power, it only took a glance to see his intense crimson-silver glow.
“He’s still here exactly where we left him,” I said.
“We’ll give him a wide berth then,” Aeris replied.
Lowering my gaze, I didn’t bother arguing. “Melony, Jess, Perry, you guys stay here. We don’t have a lot of time, so we’ll give you a leech.”
“Sweet!” Perry said, making a celebratory fist.
Turning to Aeris, I continued, “Let’s stay away from the Crystalis. We might figure out a use for the crystals in the future. How do you want to draw them out?”
“No need,” the Wind Sprite said, staring out into the Belly. “Elorion, I need you to stay here as well. You aren’t the only one close to mastering. The nature of Wind Magic hasn’t allowed me to go all out in my training because I need a lot of space. This is the perfect place.”
“Do you need me to add some heat?” I was pretty sure she was about to drop a twister on the place. As we’d done before when facing the imps, I’d cast a massive Flame Thrower into her vortex, which drew the fire in, heated it up, and added damage to the army of flying casters.
“Thank you, but no. Not this time. And stay back. I’ll try to leave the crystal forest alone, but no promises.”
I found Jess glaring at me like I should do something to stop her. There was a part of me that agreed with her, but I wasn’t worried for the same reason. We’d already faced the Belly before and Aeris was much stronger now. There was nothing here that I believed would give her a hard time. At least, not among the regular monsters.
Taking off, Aeris flew toward the middle of the Belly that was past the Crystalis. I kept Invisibility cast on her, but it did little good while she was moving so quickly. Rock rose up around the outskirts of the crystal forest that was porous with deep natural trenches that were perfect for creatures to hide in. She stopped many stories in the air, hundreds of meters away. Nothing had attacked her yet, but I could see the movement of mana below her. The mobs in the immediate area were checking her out. I just hoped enough of them would be curious enough for her to get her 39 levels to reach 1,000 Intelligence. That should give her a nice boost in power and hopefully calm the unease she’d been feeling.
Reaching out her hands to either side, she began to spin in place where she hovered. I could see the silver mana flowing out of her hands, churning up the air around her.
I frowned. She hadn’t used any kind of bait. I suspected most of the mobs in the area would just hide once they felt her magic. If she was really that close to reaching the Master Rank in Wind Magic, perhaps killing a bunch of mobs didn’t matter.
The twister began to form, and I lost sight of her behind the wind near the top of her vortex. It was the first time I’d seen her cast the spell when she was still inside of it. At first, I thought it might help her speed the process of creating her twister, but I remembered it forming much faster during our fight with the minotaurs. It was also obvious that she wasn’t funneling nearly as much mana into the spell as she normally would. She was trying to create the twister using as little mana as possible…
The funnel started to grow before looping toward the ground to touch down on the rocky floor. A few lesser creatures were caught up and tossed aside, but it wasn’t strong enough yet for it to throw them far enough to kill them. As I feared, I watched many creatures through the mana realm cower back as the twister started to build.
Placing her hands on her hips, Jess shook her head. “Why aren’t the mobs attacking her? Last time we were here this place was crazy.”
I shrugged. “I still don’t fully understand how Xaphan did it, but he caused the mobs to attack us. Maybe it’s because he’s the alpha predator in the area and they have to obey him for some reason, or they just thought he was leaving them some of his food.”
Melony leaned forward from the other side of her friend. “So we aren’t going to get any experience?”
“If not, I’ll do a little hunting before we leave,” I said to reassure her. 
Looking back to Aeris, then to Xaphan, I took a deep breath. Despite my fear, I was glad Aeris was getting this chance to let loose and experiment a little with her magic. I hadn’t thought of space limiting her, but it made sense now that she mentioned it. Condensing a lesser spell to increase its damage could only go so far. Although, there was room to cast a twister in the Bridge, for she had already done so facing the minotaurs—why hadn’t she done it there?
She was still being very precise with her mana, but the twister was growing larger. She increased her mana flow ever so slightly to keep it developing. When it became as large as I’d ever seen it, she shot up out of the middle of the vortex, stopping just shy of the ceiling that was glowing with eerie green light. She was at least a mile off the ground. It was odd seeing her so high above the top of her funnel, which was at the most two hundred meters high.
She hadn’t abandoned her creation though, for her palms were sprawled out and mana flowed downward. It was then that I felt the increased pressure. Power gushed out of her like the downpour of a violent storm. It fell toward her twister like it was going to crush it into nothing, but when her mana reached the churning wind, it exploded in strength and size.
A moment later, a blanket of wind pressed against us. It didn’t stop. We stepped back from the ledge. The funnel spun up, reaching into the heights of the Belly toward Aeris while widening at its base.
I began to chuckle to myself. That’s more like it.
“That’s terrifying,” Perry said.
Glancing at the others, I saw their looks of awe. They weren’t alone. I knew she was capable of more than what she’d had the opportunity to show, but what we’d seen before this moment might be compared to an F1 tornado. This one was at least an F3. Its base seemed abnormally wide, which I was sure was her intention. The reason was clear a few moments later as the bodies of monsters started to fly out from the lower quarter of the funnel. It was only a few at first, but then she began to move. The twister began sweeping the ground, sucking up the mobs hiding in the crags.
I quickly looked and confirm I was getting experience. It was rolling in. The others scurried to bring up their character sheets. They already had some new stat points to spend.
When I received my first popup, I ignored it and instead focused on Xaphan in the distance. He still hadn’t stirred.
It looked like we would all level a little after all, but the densest mana forms remained unscathed. Most creatures were starting to flee from the immediate area, and the strongest ones wouldn’t be sucked up from their cozy hiding holes so easily.
I now understood why Aeris had taken her time building her funnel. She had planned well and knew she’d need to hold the twister for an extended period of time. Was it enough to get her to 1,000 Intelligence though?
Watching Xaphan from the corner of my eye, I finally checked my popups. I’d received three levels already. The others must have been making a killing.
Aeris’s twister was now dark with dirt and rock, so it was hard to see how many mobs she was really pulling from the Belly’s floor. Some of them caught some decent air and flew dozens of feet away from a hundred meters up. It was going incredibly well.
When she turned toward Xaphan, my throat tightened, but she soon changed her heading again. She was still hundreds of meters away from him, so I was probably being over-cautious. But he was so fast, that if he did go for Aeris, I wasn’t sure I could place myself between them in time. Of course, if anyone was faster than him, it would be her. If he caught her off guard though…
“Stay here,” I said, looking at the others. I answered their question before they asked. “I’m going to get a little closer in case our cat friend wakes up. It’s only a precaution. And don’t worry. Even if I get sucked up in that thing, I’ll survive. As Richard likes to remind me, I can turn myself into a very sturdy cherry popsicle.”
Melony giggled, but Jess and Perry didn’t seem convinced.
“What if he notices you?” Jess replied.
“Aeris might get mad,” Perry added.
“Two very good points that I’ve considered. I’ll be sure not to try to steal his essence this time.” Without another word, I walked to the edge of the cliff, and jumped.
 



Chapter 10 – Twisters for Breakfast
I didn’t hurry as I waded through the Crystalis, keeping an eye on Aeris and Xaphan alike. I simply wanted to be in the best possible position to place myself between them if he did happen to wake up. As I passed an outcropping of crystals that had sprouted up like a wild hedge of many colors, I stopped briefly to examine it.
With a shrug, Forced Learn drove my perceptions into it like a spark of electricity. I was suddenly inside it, traversing its natural structure that sprawled out like a massive network of a million interconnected highways. It was chaos, but logical even in its imperfections. The crystal I initially entered was filled with water mana. Its density was like the aroma of cooking food filling a room. The crystal was surrounded at its base by half a dozen other crystals—each with a different element. The crystals formed their own wall to contain the power they held, but the source of their power came from the earth below. Their walls kept the mana from mixing, but it didn’t keep me from jumping from one crystal to the next. Just as I’d been able to travel the paths of energy in the Wraith’s Tomb and discover Arcane Engineering, I was able to traverse the great network of crystals in this single bush.
After a quick examination of those connected to the first crystal, I sped downward toward the source of their power. What I found left my head spinning. Where the crystals themselves had a very clear structure, their roots were like a blend of crystal and rock. The structure, or lack of one, was so convoluted, I pulled out after a few moments of trying to grasp it with one conclusion. It was way too complex. It would take far too long to observe them well enough to find any patterns that might explain the crystal formations.
I did break off a few clusters of crystals that fit in my palm like a basketball and placed them in my inventory. Studying their form and the walls between them might be helpful for something later at least.
Like a half ethereal skeleton lord, I walked toward the far side of the Crystalis. I didn’t fear any of the creatures here. Not any longer. Although, I didn’t want to approach so hastily that it made an impression on our sleeping friend either. It was a few minutes before I reached the end of the crystals. There was a steep incline that headed up about two stories. The bulk of the Belly was made up of this crevasse filled rock. I scaled it quickly and stopped at the top of the ledge.
The air tore at me from even hundreds of feet away. I faced it in my human form with Skeleton Titan’s Defense sheltering me. Two skeletal appendages shot out of my back and dug into the rock of the path I’d just climbed. They would act as anchors.
I’d seen so many powerful forces since I’d entered the Underworld, but seeing a tornado so closely was as humbling as being under the gaze of Xaphan himself. It may not have been as dangerous to me any longer, but it was a good reminder that the surface world could be just as dangerous as the Underworld, especially when you didn’t have the ability to level up.
Magic also changed things. Aeris was the perfect example. She’d been among the first to stand up to the Head Mistress when we’d first been kidnapped. Against such a monster she would have been but a snack. But now, I wasn’t sure I could rightly call her human, or, at least, humanity had been redefined. She’d become one with the wind and it was a part of her. If we were to make it to the surface world, I couldn’t imagine her allowing a hurricane or cyclone to ever threaten mankind again.
It had to have been fifteen minutes when I felt the mana funneling out of her starting to dwindle.
There was a lull in the storm, but it didn’t stop spinning. Looking up, trying to get a glimpse of her, I was unable to make out where she was. I glanced at my character sheet. I’d received twelve levels. Quickly, I tried to do a rough calculation. I didn’t have enough information to know exactly, but she was approximately one hundred and fifty levels below me. She was also the one doing the killing, so she should be getting more experience than I was.
With Mana Sight at full power I tried to see through her twister to catch a glimpse but there was too much wind mana to see through it. If she hadn’t run out of mana, but had slowed because she had finally reached 1,000 Intelligence…
“Retreat back into the tunnel!” I commanded the others through the Richard-powered group chat. “Find something to hold on to!”
As if in response to my warning, the very air around me began to cackle with power. One additional appendage after another shot out of my back to further anchor me to the ground. When ten of them were nice and secure, I still wasn’t sure it would be enough.
A sudden howl cried out from the twister. It deafened me. The wind pressure was so intense that any normal human would have been forced to their knees. 
What had been a funnel was quickly surrounded by a cloud of dirt rising up nearly a third the height of the twister itself. It began to expand. The base of the tornado was impossible to see, but the cloud of debris was incredible. It was coming for me. It felt like a hand had grabbed ahold of my chest and begun to shake me. The feeling wasn’t from the storm, but natural fear. Even if I could survive, it was the largest tornado I’d ever seen. No wonder Aeris had told me to stay put. She suspected this from the beginning.
Fire Incubus Form overtook me. What had been sucking creatures out of the Belly’s floor was now ripping up the stone itself and the stronger creatures that remained were devoured along with the rest. We’d left a few craters here last time we were here, but this time I wasn’t sure if there would be anything left.
No longer did Aeris need to move around the massive cavern to seek out monsters as they fled. As the cloud of debris swallowed me up, the best I could tell was that the base of her tornado was now half a mile wide and still growing.
Throwing out my wings, I caught the air, allowing it to push me back from the ledge. Like a living kite, I glided above the Crystalis while my anchors held firm. Unable to see above the cloud of dirt, I kept my eyes open in slits, putting all my focus in Xaphan’s direction. I had to do something. I wasn’t able to see the glow of his mana at all.
“Is everyone safe?” I said to the group.
“Oh man. Are we safe? You just got swallowed up!” Perry replied.
“I’m fine. Stay put.”
Finding it difficult to breathe, I cut my anchors all at once, beating my wings away from the growing storm. It took a second flap for me to lift above the mana-dense cloud.
It was then that I saw him. Though his mana had remained unspent, something had changed. My fear became reality. He had lifted his head and was staring in Aeris's direction. I didn’t know how to react. It was possible that the noise had simply startled him, and that he would return to his slumber. If I reacted hastily, I could provoke him. But if I was wrong, and he did attack, I wasn’t convinced I could reach Aeris before he could. I was closer than him by half, but would that matter?
I dared to wait. If he moved, I’d move as well, but as long as he only watched, I’d stay put. I still believed out of everyone in the group that I was the one most likely to incite him to action.
I was careful to steer in his direction while outpacing the still growing storm. It was impossible for Xaphan to not notice Aeris now. Her increase in power was terrifying. So much so, I wondered how Mistress Nava would handle it... If we put her at the base of the storm, even she’d have a difficult time, wouldn’t she? It wouldn’t kill her, but perhaps with my added flames—or no—my Light Magic.
It was probably too much to hope for, and even if it would work, it took time for Aeris’s twister to build. It’s not like we could ask Mistress Nava to just stand in place while we prepared. Unless we could set a trap. We’d need some kind of bait…
Tearing me from my thoughts, Xaphan stood from his resting place. My mind and magic worked as one. I couldn’t hold back. There was only one chance to steal his attention and I wasn’t going to mess it up.
3x Advance Mind Buff and 3x Fire Incubus Form melted away my weakness as they took possession of my form. I burned. A single flap of my wings launched me upward. As if to protect the F5 tornado from the Primordial Cat, I appeared between them. My massive wings spread out to their full reach with a vicious snap. It flung air against the ceiling as I stopped myself, punching into the rock and sending a shower of stalagmites falling only to be caught up by the monstrous wind. The green cloud of light that hung on the ceiling fled from the immediate area at the beating of my wings. Controlling flight was much easier with 5,300 Strength and 4,800 Dexterity.
I felt overwhelming power flowing through my hardened flesh, but it was a fraction of what I’d need to face the Primordial Beast if I wanted a chance to win. He stopped at the edge of the highest plateau of the Belly.
Holding out my hand, I made a show of replacing my reddened flesh with Magma Fist. It wasn’t a threat, but a plea for him to stop. He’d given it to me as a gift for surviving. Would he remember?
It was just another risk to add to the foolishness of the day. I wanted to be mad at Aeris. But I couldn’t deny that this had been a much more reasonable gamble than the one I had taken when going into the Belly on my own and sneaking up on the most powerful creature we’d ever faced.
I felt the flow of mana from Aeris stop, but the tornado had taken on a life of its own. It spun out of control. “Elorion, what are you doing?” she said, using group chat since it probably would have been impossible to hear her above the wind.
“Xaphan’s awake,” I said. “I love you.”
My eyes never left the Primordial Cat. With Mana Sight strained to draw out every moment to its max, I waited for the inevitable moment he decided to end us. He stared back at me from at least half a mile away, but it was as if we stood face to face.
“You’ve returned,” rumbled a voice. It didn’t come audibly from Xaphan, but from deep down inside me.
“How?!” I said, frantically drawing back the skeletal armor and gripping my chest as if that would be able to grab the voice and cast it out.
“You think you’re the only one with the ability to see into one’s soul, human?”
I didn’t respond. How was this possible? He was using something like Force Learn to cast his perception inside of me through the mana realm. It had to be. He would have no illusions of how much power I possessed. He’d see everything.
“You’ve grown. Did you steal this power in the same way you tried to steal mine?” He ignored my squirming.
Remembering our first conversation—how could I forget?—I was quick to reply. “I earned it. After facing you, I’ll never make that mistake again.”
“That is the wisest thing you’ve ever said. But if you’re not here to steal from me, why are you here? Is that your mate behind you?”
“I—”
“She is,” he insisted.
“I’m sorry if we woke you. That wasn’t our intention. We will leave immediately.”
“Will you?”
My hand moved to increase my Wisdom with the 21 additional levels of stats I’d received.
“If you’d like,” Aeris said suddenly, somehow being drawn into the conversation that was happening inside me, “you could watch. I’m about to reach the Master Rank with my Wind Magic.” She had no fear.
Turning my head, I found Aeris floating just behind me. Her eyes met mine, and she was obviously confused as to how she’d become a part of the conversation, but she flew slowly toward me, ducking under my beating wings and placed herself at my side.
“You think that will interest me?” the cat said.
I didn’t bother to removed Invisibility even though I knew it couldn’t fool Xaphan. 
“I’m not sure,” Aeris replied with a curious tone. “I don’t know what will happen, so you’re welcome to watch and find out.” 
Had something happened? Was she injured? How could she possibly be so untroubled with who she was speaking to?
The cat responded with a grumble of sorts, as if to say ‘whatever’, but he relaxed his posture and leaned back to sit on his hind legs.
“It shouldn’t be long,” she promised. Without further explanation, she dipped beneath me and flew straight for the twister.
I looked back at Xaphan, but he looked content to wait. I didn’t believe for a moment that this meant we were safe, but I dropped 3x Fire Incubus Form to its base cost so that I could extend my transformation. If I needed to, I could ramp back up much quicker than I could change forms.
The tornado had lost some steam while Aeris wasn’t funneling mana into it, but now that she’d returned, it once again started to build.
It then hit me that if she was right, she would rank up before me. I didn’t understand how that was possible. It had taken me six hours just to push my Light Magic from level 95 to 96, then a day and a half to get to 98. I’d only gotten to 99 during the battle against the minotaurs. Unless she’d been level 99 when we arrived, how was it possible for her to be progressing so quickly?
Was it because she was using it in battle? That made sense. Unless I was mistaken, I’d gone from level 98 to 99 much quicker during the fight with Waldemar than while power leveling. But that couldn’t be the only cause. She’d been at it for fifteen to twenty minutes at most. Glancing from one side of the cavern to the other, I realized how right she’d been. All she’d really needed was enough room and she had the perfect environment to level her magic.
Had something been missing when I was power leveling Light Magic before the minotaurs’ attack? I used every ounce of mana I had nonstop for days while enhancing my body to the very pinnacle of what I was capable of. Was there a better way? What had I been lacking? It was then that I remembered my friends getting trampled during the battle. I’d had to heal them—even regrew limbs. That’s what I’d been missing. If I really considered it, in all my time as a Light Mage, healing had been one of the things I’d done the least. Sure, I’d healed exhaustion, but that wasn’t using the full extent of my power, or even its primary purpose...
Aeris wasn’t the only one that was nearing Master Rank. Clarissa had almost been there before the minotaurs had even arrived. The construction she was doing was perfect for improving her Earth Magic. If the pattern was accurate, that meant, despite all my sleepless nights, everyone would eventually surpass me in rank. Unless I found a bunch of injured people to heal.
A sudden hush came over the Belly. Aeris’s twister seemed to crumble from top to bottom in an instant. The great cloud of dust started to settle. Where Aeris had been, there was nothing.
I cut the flow of mana to Invisibility and her form became clear. She was no longer flesh and blood, but condensed air in the shape of her former self. Holding her hand in front of her face, she moved her fingers back and forth. She was fascinated by what she saw.
My reaction was just the opposite. I had a gut feeling that I’d lost her forever. Not her, but her body. As selfish and fleshly as that seemed, without a waist to hold and lips to taste, what future could we have? Gritting my teeth, I remembered how distraught she’d been during her transformation to her true form. What I wanted didn’t matter. She needed me and I wouldn’t abandon her. Not now, and not ever.
With a flap of my wings, I shot toward her far faster than I anticipated. Flinging them out, I stopped before running into her—startling her.
She looked at me in wonder, as if I was the one who had changed. “Elorion?”
I nodded my head.
Then, without any time between forms, she was once again flesh and blood—the same Wind Sprite she’d been moments before.
I didn’t have words…
She gave me a knowing smile.
“You did it?” I said, as if it wasn’t already obvious.
“Yes. There’s a lot to share, but first, let’s wish our friend goodnight.” In the space of a breath, she turned to wind and she swept past me. Defying Mana Sight, she floated toward Xaphan in a wavy stream as fast as the swiftest gale. Stopping a meter from his nose, she craned her neck toward him, leaning over as if she was about to pet a house cat.
“Aeris!” I dove after her. It was far too late.
“Thank you for your patience, ancient friend.” She leaned down to touch the crown of his head. Instead of petting him, her entire being brushed against him with her airy form. Down his neck and over his shoulders, she moved like a living cloud.
Instead of attacking, Xaphan inclined his head and stood, stretching his hindquarters. She blew against his ribs before looping over to the other side to get at the ones she missed.
I stalled in the air only a couple dozen meters away—stunned. He was allowing her to pet him in the way only a Wind Sprite could. I went stiff when his magma began to glow.
Aeris didn’t stop. She actually moved faster as she brushed against him. Soon he was a molten coal of yellow and orange rock, but instead of a scream of pain, I heard her begin to giggle.
From where I flew, I could feel the intense heat. Fire Incubus Form kept me safe, but how did she remain unscathed?
I then heard the most frightening thing I ever had as Xaphan began purr. It reverberated from his throat like a gurgling pride of lions all purring at once. 
She entertained him for another minute before stopping a few feet from his face. “I’m sorry, my friend. I’m afraid we must leave you now. Elorion used his Light Magic when he thought he was rescuing me from you, and he has likely drawn the attention of a mean succubus mistress that wants to kill us.”
Xaphan groaned.
Her tone remained playful. “When it’s safe to return, I will. I promise. Elorion and I have a long way to go before we can protect our friends.”
“Fine, child,” he snorted, “but be warned. You may no longer be a kitten, but you’re still no she-cat. If you’re not careful you’ll get stepped on and you’ll be lucky to survive.”
“Thank you,” Aeris replied, leaning forward in her airy form and kissing Xaphan on the nose.
He sniffled as if it tickled his nose, before turning around and heading back to his place of rest.
Aeris didn’t hesitate to turn her back to him when she started heading toward me. I looked her in the eyes, studying her. Her eyes were mist that had been chiseled into shape.
“What do you think?” she said, narrowing her eyes. Instead of distress, this time she seemed pleased with her transformation.
“I’m blown away,” I replied.
With a puff of her lips, air pushed into my face and I had to blink at the force. “Blown away. Really?”
I winked. “My mind was blown.”
As we flew over the Crystalis, I glanced back at the devastation caused. At the devastation Aeris caused. All that was left was rubble in the shape of a great sphere. The Crystalis was thankfully left mostly intact. 
Returning my attention to Xaphan, I saw he’d already curled up and was likely asleep. “How did you know?” I said.
“Know what?” she replied as she swirled around me, flying in no particular pattern but whatever tickled her fancy. Her new form made her faster, but also as malleable as air itself.
“That he wouldn’t attack. Before we even got here, you knew.”
“I did.”
“How?”
“It was a feeling. Ever since taking my true form, I’ve known. I don’t know how, but there was no doubt. Like an instinct.”
“I don’t mean to be harsh, but you have 1,000 Intelligence and Wisdom. How can you put so much faith in an instinct? If you were wrong, we were dead.”
Aeris appeared in her sprite form, her arms wrapped around my neck. “How does a kitten know to eat? I can’t explain it to you logically. At least, not yet. I feel a connection to Xaphan, but not only him. It’s like I’m being drawn. There are others out there.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
Leaning back, she hung from my neck while looking me in the eye. “Because you wouldn’t have let me come.”
“You’re right—”
Her lips pressed into mine to shut me up. It worked. Pulling back, she finished her point. “I promise I will tell you from now on, but I knew you’d have to see for yourself before you’d believe me.”
I stared at the creature that hung from my neck, entreating me to trust her. “I’ll believe you,” I said, finding that I did. “No more surprises?”
“Well.” She rolled her eyes playfully before holding my gaze. “It’s a deal.”
 



Chapter 11 – Wisp
I waited until we had rejoined the others before letting Fire Incubus Form drop entirely. Turning back, I launched a 50,000 mana Drain into the center of the cavern and watched as thousands of tentacles reached into the rubble and drew the blood and flesh of the mobs Aeris had killed to a single point. A glob of fluid larger than Waldemar hovered momentarily in the middle of the Belly as if it was its beating heart. A strand from the heart shot toward me. I was soon covered in the converted power as I absorbed it.
+3,050 HP
+281 Str
+363 Dex
+193 Con
+47 Int
+32 Wis
 
It was a fairly low take for the numerous mobs that had died, but then again, Vampire’s Might had already tasted the blood of most of these mobs’ multiple times already. If it wasn’t for it ranking up to its intermediate form, I would have probably gained much less. Vampire’s Might didn’t even level once, but Lesser Devour scaled up from 78 to 83.
With an additional 21 levels, I’d made out well.
Elorion
Level: 751
Health Points: 235,216 (+2,059)
Mana Points: 216,049 (+1,842)
Mana Per Minute: 7,660 (126 Per Second)
Attributes
Strength: 2198 (+21)
Dexterity: 2,044 (+20)
Constitution: 2,059 (+20)
Intelligence: 1,228 (+12)
Wisdom: 3,830 (+37)
 
There was certainly nothing to complain about, and the others had done far better than me in the leveling department. Only 1,234 levels to go until I reached 10,000 Wisdom.
I finally allowed 3x Advanced Mind Buff to drop and made sure everyone had a fresh cast of Invisibility.
Giving the others my full attention, I faced them in my skeletal armor with my helmet uncast. It was then that I saw Aeris flying over and around them as they tried to follow her swift movements. Instead of feeling the same anxiety she had during her first transformation, she was thoroughly enjoying this new form. The fact that she could change between it and Wind Sprite at will must have alleviated most of her worries.
I had to admit, from what I’d seen, this new form of hers alleviated many of my concerns for her safety as well. She’d taken the heat of liquid magma head-on. The rest of my questions would be answered soon enough. I waited as long as I dared while she enjoyed teasing the others. Unfortunately, we didn’t have much time to spare.
“We must get going,” I said, joining them. I took a moment with Mana Sight’s help to examine our three melee specialists. All of them now had denser mana after they’d leveled up considerably.
A high-pitched sigh looped through the air as Aeris whipped around and landed at my side—her physical form took shape. “Yes, yes. Our boneheaded leader here came to rescue me from a sweet little kitty and went all macho by activating his Light Magic buffs. He was like, ‘Ahhh!’” Aeris said, throwing up her arms and flexing.
Everyone laughed, but their uncertainty was written all over their faces. 
“You’re forgetting that this is a giant magma kitty that once almost ate me for breakfast,” I replied.
She waved her hand like it was inconsequential. “But he’s right. We need to get moving. Thankfully the Wraith’s Tomb is in the opposite direction of Sanctuary.”
“Wait,” Melony replied, horrified. “You’re telling me we’re going to be leading Mistress Nava away? We’re bait?”
“No. They wouldn’t put us in that kind of danger,” Jess reassured her before turning to us. “Right?”
Aeris met my eyes. She didn’t have any clever responses either. I smiled awkwardly.
“You are,” Jess said. Her mouth quivered.
“What’s the plan?” Perry said, stepping forward and putting on a strong face.
That was the question, wasn’t it? There had always been the danger that taking them with us would put them in the position of facing Mistress Nava prematurely. That was looking much more likely now. In their current state, they would be nothing but fodder. I wasn’t confident Aeris and I could handle ourselves much better. The chance that the two of us could successfully run and hide was much better alone though. If they stayed with us, it was unlikely that we’d be able to protect them from her.
“We take you back.” I watched as their eyes fell to the floor—one after the other.
“But then we’d be leading her right back home,” Melony said.
“We’ll retrace our steps and come right back to the Belly before continuing on,” Aeris answered for me.
“But. But that will put you guys in even more danger.”
“A little, but if it’s just the two of us, Elorion and I are very fast. What would take all of us hours, will take him and I minutes.”
I could see Melony’s acknowledgement of her weakness in the creasing of her brow.
“There’s another way,” Perry said. “If we can find the original tunnel we took when Zorik was leading us to Sanctuary, I can get Jess and Melony back safely. I’ve always had a way with directions.”
“That could work,” Aeris said aloud and scratching her chin.
It could, but if they ran into high level mobs, it could be our first true disaster. I examined them closely. Even without killing a single mob themselves, they’d leveled like kids scarfing down candy on Halloween. Melony was now level 436 after leveling over 40 times. She’d said she was working on her Constitution next, so that meant she’d have close to 220 stats making her that much more difficult to kill. Having leveled about the same amount as her friend, Jess was now level 440.
“Jess, how did you spend your stat points?” I said, unsure how she was proceeding with her character build.
“I was thinking of adding more to strength. I need to hit harder.”
I began to quiz her about how Intelligence and Wisdom affected her Fade ability. It soon became clear what would improve her ability the most. She realized it without me having to say anything. “If I increase my Intelligence, Fade will last longer—I could cast it more often with less downtime. And once I get the 1,000 stat bonus…”
I nodded my approval. She’d have to work on increasing her damage eventually, but her survival ability was actually overpowered. Pushing its strengths to the extreme might unlock something new as well. At least, that’s what I hoped for her.
Perry on the other hand had as straightforward of a build as could be. His talent wasn’t in a stat like Skyler’s was Strength, but in hitting things. The higher his physical stats, the better he could—hit things…
Perry
Level: 449
Health Points: 40,900 (+409)
Mana Points: 1,000 (+20)
Stamina: 2,863 (+29)
Attributes
Strength: 1,057 (+10)
Dexterity: 817 (+8)
Constitution: 409 (+4)
Intelligence: 100 (+1)
Wisdom: 101 (+1)
 
He’d already spent his stat points. I only wished he could stay with us longer so that we could get him his Dexterity bonus at 1,000. The real question was, was he strong enough to keep the girls safe while he led them back to Sanctuary. There was also the problem of the walls of magma and rock that Clarissa and I had left in place as we’d blocked our way behind us when fleeing Mistress Nava. It was possible that Lady Contessa had knocked it down as she followed us, but just as likely that she’d found another way into Sanctuary.
Bringing up this last point didn’t even faze him. He immediately plucked something out of his inventory. It was a mining pick. “There hasn’t been much call for it lately, but I’m really good at making holes.”
That’s right. He was one of our two people with the mining profession. “But how long would it take you to dig through a wall?” I replied.
“Depends on the wall. A few minutes maybe.” With his other hand he pulled the sledgehammer from his back. Skyler hadn’t been wrong about him. He needed a little direction, but now that he had a goal in his sights, he was determined to get on with it.
“We’ll see. It’s about time we check back with Sanctuary. Give me a moment.” I stepped away from the group and returned to the ledge that overlooked the Crystalis. Even after all this time, I easily found the entrance to the tunnel that would head back to the Head Mistress’s dungeon on the other side of the Belly. The rubble Aeris had left was a mound of rock near the mouth of its opening, but after seeing Lady Contessa make her entrance from that very cave, it wasn’t something I believed I’d ever forget.
Shaking away the memory, I checked in with Skyler and Olivia, giving them a quick update on events since we’d entered the Belly. Skyler was blown away by what he heard, but Olivia didn’t seem surprised at what Aeris had done at all. Which left me wondering if Aeris had told someone about her new instincts she’d gained through her transformation after all. It was a question that would have to wait.
“We don’t have much time. Skyler, do you think Perry is capable of leading Melony and Jess back to Sanctuary?” I quickly explained Perry’s plan and my fears of high level monsters.
“He’ll be fine,” Skyler replied without hesitation.
“You’re sure?”
“Yup. When he gets his head in the game, he’s a better fighter than I am. Don’t let his lack of Underworld talent fool you. If we hadn’t been taken, he could have gotten a college scholarship playing any sport he wanted. He’s one of those freak athletes that’s good at everything—a lazy geek freak, but still a freak.”
“Uh, thanks. That’s reassuring.”
That was the best information I probably was going to get, but it still hadn’t completely settled it for me. There was still the magma wall I’d thrown up to block our path that needed to be taken care of.
I turned back, facing my group.
Perry had rested his pick and sledge against either shoulder. The look he was giving me told me he already knew what Skyler had said.
I give up. “Let’s go find ourselves a wall.”
 
***
 
Finding the exit we’d taken during our first visit to the Belly wasn’t difficult. It’s amazing how the emotions you have when you’re running for your life burn a memory into your mind. It wasn’t far from the ledge on which we’d stood.
The incline inside the tunnel reminded me of the Wargs chasing us. It was the first time I’d used the Magma spell Xaphan had allowed me to steal with Force Learn. It wasn’t far from the entrance where we found the quickly erected wall. Most of the magma had run down from the top in its liquid state and cooled near the bottom, leaving large mounds of igneous rock that looked like layers of ocean waves frozen, one upon another.
Without a word, Perry approached the wall—not bothering to remove his armor. Setting his sledgehammer to the side, he grabbed the handle of the mining pick with two hands before twisting at the waist a few times, and then rounding his shoulders. With a final stretch, he took a long look at the mess of rock before him.
Glancing at the girls, I saw that the looks they were making were as doubtful as mine. We stood back as he took his first swing.
His pick swung down from overhead at a slight angle. It was swift, but not with the amount of power I’d thought he’d use. With 1,000 Strength, there wasn’t any question whether he could knock a hole in the wall. My concern was whether he could do it quickly and safely.
After two more swings from different angles, he set down his pick and grabbed the handle of his sledge. As if he’d flipped a switch, his muscles tightened, as did his focus. His sledgehammer crashed into the rock he’d just picked. A mass of stone the size of a small boulder that came up to my waist crumbled.
Using his sledge like a broom, he brushed the rubble out of his path, before setting his hammer down and grabbing the pick once again.
In less than three minutes he stepped through a minivan-sized hole in the wall to the other side. Turning back in our direction, he poked at the top of his makeshift entrance with his pick a few times to clear some loose rock. With a nod of his head, he inventoried his mining pick and returned his sledge to his back.
I’d seen him fight on our way to the Belly, and he’d done well enough, but wererats weren’t much challenge for any of us at this level. After seeing this, and hearing what Skyler had said, I was bummed I wouldn’t get to see more of what he was capable of. If we survive all this, I’d make some time to find out.
“Keep your eyes peeled and stay safe,” Aeris said as we watched Melony and Jess walk carefully through the new stone archway.
“Have your health potions ready,” I added.
“Yes, mom. Yes, dad,” Jess replied with a laugh.
Aeris grabbed my hand and laid her head against my shoulder. We watched them go. I uncast Invisibility and gave each of them a fresh heal. “We should give them time to cover some ground before we leave.”
“What are you thinking. Ten minutes?” I said.
“That works.”
“So it’s just you and me.”
“Don’t get any bright ideas, mister. This is a business trip,” she replied with a playful glare.
“Do you think they’ll be alright?”
She sighed. “There comes a time when all parents must let their children grow up and walk off into the Underworld, alone.” She immediately shook her head at what she’d said. “Okay, our sixteen kids won’t be allowed to leave home until they’re thirty.”
I was staring at her, my mouth agape. “Sixteen? Really?”
“Who’s to say Wind Sprites aren’t super fertile and have eight babies at a time?”
“That’s a lot of mouths to feed.”
Her hand disappeared from mine as she transformed and spun around my waist, then chest like a windy hula hoop before stopping inches from my face. I looked into her semi-transparent eyes. Through the mana realm there was a high concentration of mana where her pupils were. With the swiftest of movements she leaned toward me and gave me an airy kiss.
Her lips were like kissing pillows of compressed air. I felt them more than I’d expected. She was also warmer.
She pulled back as quickly as she’d leaned in. “Let’s return to our ledge. Is there anything you want from the Belly before we leave?”
“No. The sooner we’re away from this place, the better,” I replied.
A minute later, we were sitting together with our legs dangling over the cliff. I feared Mistress Nava might arrive at any moment, but at the same time, it was highly unlikely. Once she’d gotten a reading on where we were, she’d send someone else to track us down before coming herself. Or, if she did come herself, she would finish up whatever was currently holding her attention. She was too full of herself to drop everything just to come after us. She’d come in her own time. I could be wrong.
There was no sign of her when we climbed to our feet and returned to the tunnel we’d entered through on this trip.
Amping up In The Buff to 4x gave me an additional 1,200 points to each of my stats while only costing me approximately 6,000 mana per minute, leaving a little excess in case anything popped up. It also allowed me to run much faster while creating an obvious trail for Mistress Nava to follow. We began to run. In other words, I began to run, and Aeris flew circles around me in her new form, mocking my speed as we went. The change in her was simply incredibly and she was enjoying every moment of it.
We returned to our original path where we’d decided to take a detour and head to the Belly. This time, we headed in our originally intended direction toward the Wraith’s Tomb. After a few miles of heading away from Sanctuary, I dropped In The Buff and cast Hell Hound Form. It cost 1,800 mana per minute at level 10. Running around on all fours wasn’t something I’d even come near to mastering, but even though it was only currently giving me +1,360 to Dexterity, there was no denying the advantage of running on four legs instead of two.
“Don’t hold back your heat this time if it helps you go faster. Temperature doesn’t bother me in this form,” Aeris sang as she blew from side to side near the ceiling of the tunnel. “The hotter things get, the faster I can go.”
It wasn’t easy to follow her with my eyes, but Mana Sight at least made keeping track of her possible. I’d seen her play with Xaphan. There was no reason not to believe her.
The last twenty-four hours had been interesting to say the least. First, I’d learned to fly, or at least not smack into things while trying, and now, I was about to get a crash course in running on all fours.
Casting Hell Hound Form covered me in black fur and bent me over like a giant greyhound with a much more sinister appeal. I didn’t exactly feel powerful but filled with heat and boundless energy. I needed to move. With Aeris’s permission, I funneled 4,000 additional mana per minute into the form’s Turn Up the Heat ability.
Turn Up the Heat: For every 100 Mana Per Minute (20 with buffs), an additional +5 Fire Damage/Per Minute is given. Maximum damage, 500.
 
This allowed me to max out the ability. The air around me and the cave itself began to smolder in the additional heat. I felt the flames ignite where my ears and tail had been, brightening the path before me. Even my hide began to glow like red hot coal.
The description of the skill didn’t say as much, but I’d seen firsthand how Mistress Nava’s Hell Hound greatly increased in speed when it used this ability against us. I’d even tested it briefly during my first stint of power leveling the form.
My breathing was no longer the inhale and exhale of air, but the drawing in of oxygen to fuel my flames as I began to run, leaving a protesting Aeris in my dust. It was then that the true difference between running on two legs and four became painfully clear. Even while flying in Fire Incubus Form I would have struggled to beat my pace. The floor beneath me was a blur even with Mana Sight at full power. The rest of the trip, that would have taken us half a day of walking, I doubted would now take us an hour.
I saw Aeris out of the corner of my eye before I heard her. She was spinning in the air beside me as she skirted above the ground without a care in the world. I would have laughed, but I almost had a misstep that would have sent me tumbling into the wall where the tunnel took a turn. There was no denying it now. When it came to speed, she was in a class of her own.
It was for the best that the others had to return. Not even Travis would have been able to keep up with us now. If things went well with the Wraith, we could be back in a couple hours with the blueprints for a structure that would allow me to safely train—or maybe even the plans for something that would allow us to take care of Mistress Nava once and for all.
 



Chapter 12 – Questions
We made it to the hall of Ireki murals and past the hieroglyphics before we slowed to a stop. I returned to my human form and cast Bone Titan’s Defense. Healing us both to alleviate our exhaustion, I watched Aeris as she stretched out in her airy form to receive the spell like a warm blanket.
“You’re going to have to tell me more about your new form,” I said in a whisper.
Floating down to the floor, she returned to Wind Sprite. “It’s called Wind Wisp. You’ve seen most of what it can do. Heat increases my speed and cold lessens it, but neither harms me. I think I’ll be immune to many of the elements in the same way, but there is a drawback. I can’t cast a wind spell without being a part of it. So if I cast Gale, or Wind Slash, I’ll join with the spell. Same with Tornado. If I cast it in Wisp form, I’ll be a part of the funnel. It allows me to cast the same spells for a lot less mana, but if I want to stay at range, I have to cast them in Sprite form.”
“Is your magic more powerful in that form as well?”
“It is. Twice as powerful,” she said with a flirty squint. “Wisp form is even more powerful than that.”
“Amazing. It’s good to see that you’re enjoying this one.”
She nodded before resting her head on my shoulder. “Thanks to you. I’m starting to believe that this is what I’m really meant to be. You and the others have been nothing but supportive. But I’m still going to miss things like acne and sunburns.”
I grinned, holding back my laughter to keep from making our presence known. Not that I planned on hiding from the Wraith, but there was no reason to announce ourselves yet.
“So how do you want to approach the Wraith?”
“Bribes, flattery, and many threats.”
She arched her brow.
“Fine. Let me tell you my master plan.”
 
***
 
We entered the tomb’s entrance that resembled an obsidian cathedral with pearl white stairs climbing up to the arching doorway that stretched many stories overhead. The four elemental pillars, two on either side, stretched from floor to the ceiling high overhead. I knew enough about the tomb’s design that I could possibly hack my way in, not with an axe or physical weapon, but by commandeering parts of the Arcane Machinery and sending it commands with my own mana. The problem with trying to hack into it in such a way was that I’d be placing myself in direct opposition to the Wraith. He had designed this very system and had the power of this advanced dungeon at his disposal as well as his own. It didn’t help that he’d seen me hack into his system once before to open the tomb’s doorway. A doorway that had been closed since our last visit.
It seemed he hadn’t had the chance to mana link with a creature to make a new tomb boss since I’d left. At least, there wasn’t any creature visible in the way the Rock Giant had been.
Aeris had attached herself to my back the best she could in her Wisp form. Her arms were wrapped around my neck and her legs were around my waist. It was like having a cloud for a backpack. I approached in the same way the Wraith had seen me before, in my skeleton armor. He’d been able to see out of the Rock Giant’s eyes last time, but it would surprise me if he didn’t have another way to observe anyone who approached. If he had, it would be hard to hide from him that I’d grown stronger. Even if he could tell what level I was, my mix of Light and Blue Magic allowed me to hide my true power—or so I hoped.
I didn’t slow my forward progress when entering the room but walked straight toward the tomb’s vault-like entryway. Reaching the bottom of the pearl stairs, I let Rock Giant transform my flesh under my armor without growing my body in girth or height. Magma Fist took hold of my left hand and a Fire Incubus Fist did the same to my right. Having them both cast in a partial manner would allow for a quicker transition into their full forms if the need arose. It was possible that the Wraith could see the distinction in mana types in my hands and body if he had the ability to see me in the mana realm, but beneath my armor, it would be difficult to discern what forms I was using.
With half of my mana per minute in reserve, I began to scale the stairs. I slowed when I reached the top, watching the door and the mana-infused pillars to either side. Nothing happened, so I neared the smooth obsidian door. My last time here, I’d simply pushed against the door and fell through its surface after it had mysteriously lost its physical substance. It had been the same when Lord Darius had entered the Head Mistress’s dungeon. His Lich had somehow made the walls blocking their progress change into something their entire army could walk through. Suffice it to say, I wasn’t interested in getting stuck in the tomb again.
Standing at the base of the giant door with bone covered knuckles, I knocked.
A spike of mana leaped from the closest pillar to my left. I leaped back from the doorway to the ledge of the platform at the top of the stairs. On the same platform, near its pillar of origin, a crystalline creature began to form. It had the deep blue of ice mana. Its form became apparent immediately. Unlike the terrifying image of an icicle-laden abominable snowman I’d always imagined, the ice elemental that took form looked human. It was tall and lengthy, with a long face and chiseled jaw. Its eyes were emotionless but didn’t lack intelligence.
Creature Observation revealed its true identity.
Master Ice Elemental
Level: 1,000
Health Points: 250,000
Mana Points: 10,000
Strength: 1,000
Dexterity: 500
Constitution: 2,500
Intelligence: 500
Wisdom: 500
 
Nothing about it surprised me. Just as Sanctuary had the ability to summon elementals at the cost of DP, there was little surprise that the Wraith had the same ability. Why the Wraith hadn’t summoned one last time I was here was the real mystery. Although, it might simply be that he hadn’t wanted to waste the mana.
“Deceiver. You have returned.” Even though the elemental’s mouth opened, it was the Wraith’s voice that spoke.
“I’m seeking answers,” I replied. “The kind that only you may have.”
“You will become my guardian, then?” 
“No, but I can create one for you.”
He shook his head. “Another golem? That is but a shell—a machine. A stupid one at that. I require a living creature that I can feed my endless supply of power. One that will grow indefinitely. Do you not understand what I’m offering you? In a few millennia you could be ranked among the Lords of the Underworld.”
If it was that simple, why didn’t he already have a guardian that was that powerful? I saw the opportunity to have one of my questions answered though, so I took it. “Say I take you up on your offer. As I grow, how would you hide my power from the other Lords and Ladies of the Underworld?”
“You concern is an understandable one, and I can assure you that as my vessel you have nothing to fear, but don’t think that I don’t know what you’re doing, thief. Have you not already stolen enough from me?”
“I’m willing to pay. I’m the master of my own dungeon and have people I’m seeking to protect. Abandoning them is not something I can do.”
“Then I will help you by making the decision for you.”
The Elemental’s arms flew forward. Blue energy blasted toward me, seeking to engulf me.
I didn’t move out of the way. As the magic reached me, it burst into a mass of ice that gripped me from head to toe. It was impossible to know how thick the ice was from where I stood. I already knew it wouldn’t hurt Aeris, but if I remained in it long enough it would probably cause me some serious damage. Aeris hadn’t tried to move either but remained snuggled against my back. We were sticking to the plan.
“Cold makes me tired,” Aeris whispered against the back of my neck.
Even in Rock Giant Form, a lesser version, I could feel the cold of ice. It had encased my joints, so movement was difficult. The Wraith had learned little of me during my last visit, and I had only grown. Asking nicely had failed, so it was time to begin showing him what I was truly capable of.
Instead of casting a spell, I called on my inflated stats. I struggled to pull my hands into fists. My Magma and Fire Incubus Fists didn’t react as muscle and tendon would. Instead, my Magma began to glow red hot and Fire Incubus began to swelter with heat. With little effort, my hands seared through the ice, allowing me to form two tight fists.
All that it took to cause the first crack was the swelling of my forearms and biceps as I began to flex against the block of ice that enclosed me. Bringing my fists forward, I flexed my chest, sending a series of cracks through the ice in front of me. If the ice hadn’t pressed into my face, I would have grinned. I was growing tired of holding my breath.
Rock Giant Form didn’t increase my Strength, only my Constitution, and it would double my size if I let it. There were some interesting additions, like Stone Skin, which was the only reason I was using it now. I actually had a Stone Skin spell, but the form was only 500 Mana Per Minute even when I was using it as a partial form. Besides, if I was using the Blue Magic spell Stone Skin, it would have taken me longer to do this.
I let my mana flow freely into Rock Giant Form and I began to grow. One crack became many until the ice shattered like sugar glass and fell off of me. My size only continued to increase until I stood twice as tall as I normally did.
Looking down upon the Ice Elemental, I gave it a rocky smile from beneath my skeletal helm. My armor had grown in size to match my form. Holding up my Magma Fist, I saw what I’d expected. It hadn’t grown with the rest of me. It was the same with my Fire Incubus Fist. I was a big rock giant with teeny tiny hands.
The Master Ice Elemental cast another spell. His magic was already flowing toward me. I threw out my hands, opening them wide. Unable to help myself, I began wiggling my little fingers, mocking him.
He didn’t exactly take it well. An even larger spike of mana joined with the spell he had already cast. 
And this guy expects me to be his guardian for the next couple thousand years? He has no sense of humor.
Ice began to solidify around me once again. Before it took my arms, I summoned a spell that the Wraith had seen once before.
Rhyolitic Magma
Spell cost – 500,000 MP (100,000 MP with bonuses.)
 
Only using 10,000 MP, liquid rock spurted out of my mini Magma Fist.
The elemental had to cut its spell short to jump out of its path. Magma missed its arms and torso but blanketed the monster’s knee.
Ice creeped over me, blocking my view. The last thing I’d seen was the meat of its leg disintegrating into a cloud of steam when it met the liquid rock. It was an opening. No more playing around.
I lunged forward, and the ice crumbled when faced with my full strength. Even with the 30% penalty to Dexterity, I still had over 1,400. The Ice Elemental had 500. It wasn’t nearly enough to react in time—especially with an injured leg.
Rock Giant Form may not have added Strength, but it did add mass. With all that weight behind my tiny Fire Incubus Fist, my hand punched into its chest, puncturing it like the end of a rapier.
The Ice Elemental fell. As it lay with its back pinned against the pearl platform, I saw the cracks my fist had caused heal before my eyes. But it couldn’t regenerate fully with a fist in the chest. My hand remained lodged there as I held it against the ground.
It reached for me with both hands. “You will join me!” the Wraith growled.
I was growing bored.
Releasing the flow of mana to Fire Incubus Fist, my hand began to expand to catch up with the rest of my body. I gave him a wink just before his torso shattered into three separate pieces.
As much as I tried, Forced Learn didn’t work on the artificial creature. In its last moments of life, I entered into its being through the mana realm, but instead of an orb of life, the strand of mana from the tomb’s pillar retracted and left the being to die.
Standing up, I returned Rock Giant to its lesser form, and I shrank to my normal size. Fire Incubus Fist retracted as well.
Despite it being close to 250 levels higher than me, the Master Elemental only gave me 7 levels for defeating it. It was the first time I’d beat one as well. Without looking, I added the additional 35 stat points to my Wisdom bringing it to 3,865.
Drain was as useless as Force Learn had been. This Wraith really didn’t want to give me anything.
“That was easy,” Aeris whispered.
I nodded my head but didn’t respond. Instead, I addressed the Wraith, unsure if he could hear me now that his elemental was gone. “I’m willing to pay for information, but I will not let you take me. I make a good ally. I’m sure I can find a way to help you. What do you say?”
“What do I say?” rumbled a voice from behind the tomb’s vault. “How should I respond to a mere slave?”
The room began to shake with power as all four elemental pillars glowed with flowing mana. Another Master Ice Elemental started to form, but this time it wasn’t alone. A second elemental was filled with Earth mana. He had only begun. Two additional elementals started to take shape after them. A Wind and a Fire one.
“Do you need my help?” Aeris said, her voice uneasy.
“Not yet but be ready just in case,” I replied in hushed tones.
“This time—” the Wraith spoke. It first spoke from the Ice Elemental. Then each following word came from a different elemental like they were taking turns.
“You—” 
“Will—”
“Not—"
“Get—”
“Away!”
As they finished uttering the last word, the entire group of them attacked as one.
Mana Sight spiked up to full power and I leaped high into the air as my Fire Incubus Wings sprung from my back. Rock Giant Form faded from my body as I rose high into the upper reaches of the room. I had wanted to keep from doing any real damage to the Wraith or his Tomb, but if I had to, I’d leave it a pile of rubble and strip it of every useful material I could find.
I saw multiple spells starting to take form. I had no plan to run. Instead, I dived right at them.
 



Chapter 13 – Knock Knock
Creature Observation told me all I needed to know. There were four Master Elementals below—one of Wind, Ice, Earth and Fire. They were looking to beat me into submission. Each was level 1,000. I would have kicked myself if it would have done any good. I’d already face multiple mobs at a time at higher levels than me, but I had rarely faced casters. I’d hoped to run into some so that I could Drain them and improve my Intelligence and Wisdom stats, but these guys just happen to be undrainable. Of course they were.
Despite the part of me that just wanted to rush in and finish them, there was another part that warned me that doing so would be a mistake. I remembered how Rock Hard, the Earth Level Overseer to the Head Mistress’s Bone Palace, had been able to move through the walls and easily pinned the Hell Hound, saving our lives. He was also a Master Elemental and if these things had the same intelligence and ability, this might be a tad dangerous. The first thing I needed was a battery.
“It’s about to get hot,” I called to Aeris.
“Yay!” she cried.
Swerving toward the Fire Elemental, I released all my partial forms to let Fire Incubus transform me entirely. Ice, wind and rock flew through the air to knock me from the sky, but it was a fireball the size of a giant eagle that hit me square in the forehead. I punched through it. Appearing on the other side of the blast, I slowed myself while coming face to face with the fire creature. Flames covered every inch of its humanoid form, but its red hot coal-like flesh was solid enough.
“Hugs!” I cried as I swooped under its outstretched hands and drove my head into its chest. With my arms firms around its waist, I launched into the air, using Succubi’s Caress to suck the mana from its body.
Something hit me in the side as I flew up, but I took no damage. The Fire Elemental turned up his flames to burn himself from my grasp, but its only effect was to drain itself of mana even quicker. So many ideas came to mind of how to handle the four of them in as silly a manner as possible. I was still new to flying, so my mind was having fun with the many possibilities. Tossing the Fire Elemental from the air screaming meteor, or meteorite if I wanted to be technically accurate, was almost too good to pass up. I could also give each elemental a free ride to the chamber’s ceiling and let them drop to see which one would bounce the highest when they hit the ground. I could, let it snow, get a rock massage… I had to shake my head clear of all the nonsense for the Wind Elemental appeared in the air on my flank with a surge of power. 
With an impromptu casting of Hell Hound’s Tail, I flooded it with extra mana to extend its size. Wrapping it around the Fire Elemental twice just under the arms, I let him drop.
A bone chilling Gust hit me like a man-sized fly swatter, threatening to slam me into the side of the room. A strong swipe of my wings sent me up out of the onslaught of air, but it placed the Fire Elemental in its path. Instead of pulling me with it, my tail snapped in two, sending a bolt of pain through my spine.
The Fire Elemental was blown against the wall and started to fall.
Through gritted teeth, I healed myself and dove toward the Wind Elemental. Another Gust met me head-on. Folding my wings against my back, I made myself as aerodynamic as possible and pushed against it headfirst. It was enough for me to make it close, so I cast a 1,000 MP Alpha Bolt out of my mouth. The recoil pushed my head back just enough. The Gust caught me, and I was diverted up, off course, and over the Wind Elemental’s head. Alpha Bolt did its job, smacking the elemental in the gut and forcing it to cut off its spell.
I spun in the air above it to grab it by the head, when an intense spike of mana accumulated in its hands. There was no build up or cast timer like I’d grown to expect from normal creatures. Even with Mana Sight the elemental’s control of its magic was too perfect to respond to in time. I’d seen Aeris’s Wind Slash enough times to know the spell would surge toward me at point blank range. Just as she had figured out how to condense its power to make it even more deadly, the elemental did the same.
The Wind magic tore through my Skeleton Titan’s breastplate and hammered into my chest. Though I couldn’t see the damage done beneath my armor, the damage indicator told me all I needed to know.
-17,415 HP
 
It had actually punctured my Fire Incubus Form’s armored skin. This guy was no joke. I immediately thought of Aeris. If this thing could hurt me, what was she capable of?
Master Wind Elemental
Level: 1,000
Health Points: 250,000
Mana Points: 10,000
Strength: 500
Dexterity: 2,000
Constitution: 500
Intelligence: 1,000
Wisdom: 1,000
 
Creature Observation said that their Intelligence and Wisdom stats were on par, but I knew without having to see anything more that Aeris’s Master Rank in addition to her true form put her on another level entirely. That meant she had the power to seriously hurt me. I half wanted to release her upon it to watch how she dealt with it. Instead, it was time I stopped underestimating these things.
It had impressive Dexterity, but it wasn’t nearly enough. Instead of grabbing ahold of it, I slammed my fist into the top of its head. It seemed I’d get my wish. A Wind Elemental Meteor rocketed toward the ground at the base of the pearl stairs. A shockwave of power made them crumble on impact. The Wind Elemental immediately started to dissolve into nothing. Even though it hadn’t worked on the Ice Elemental, I tried Force Learn once again, only to be disappointed. It had been worth a shot though. At least I got another 7 levels.
With one of the elementals down, I saw the Fire one had recovered from its fall and rejoined the others. It seemed I had inadvertently avoided a lot of pain by taking to the air and getting my distance. If the Wind one could hurt me, that meant the others could as well. It was probably the Wraith’s desire to catch me that drove the Ice one to first try to freeze me instead of attack. That would explain why they weren’t casting anything at the moment and waiting for me to come. It seemed the Wraith still thought he could catch me even after what he’d seen. Should I play it safe, or play into his hand and overwhelm him with force… I still hoped he would see that I was already too powerful to capture and change his mind about answering my questions. Breaking through his trap might do just that. His remaining confidence still gave me pause.
“If you’re scared, I’ll take care of the big baddies for you,” Aeris said.
Glancing back, I saw her in her wispy form. She winked at me.
“Decisions, decisions,” I replied, cutting off mana to my wings. I winked back at her, and we began to fall. 
Her scream sounded like a gleeful whistle.
Air rushed past us as we darted for the floor. I took no steps to slow us. With a simple bend of the knees I met the ground and landed gently against it. Gently enough for the pearl floor to crack beneath my feet. I stood at the foot of the stairs that led up to where my enemies stood waiting. The Warhammer that Russ had gifted me was firmly in my grasp.
Fire Incubus was slowly draining me of mana, but in its normal state, it would last 32 minutes. I’d used two minutes of that already. The Fire Elemental really hadn’t shared his mana like I’d hoped, but it had helped. Silly Wind Elemental must have gotten jealous.
Mana management was extremely important. It could be the difference between life and death, but I had to acknowledge that I tended to be overly stingy. I rarely used any powerful spells unless there was no other choice. I’d been comparing myself to Aeris since her incredible display in the Belly, but that was with her going all out. I really didn’t know what most of my spells were truly capable of because I always kept them under control. So it’s decided. It’s time to mix a little fun with caution.
I exploded from where I stood, throwing dust and pebbles in my wake. Landing at the top of the stairs and surrounded by the enemy, I radiated heat at a level that made Hell Hound’s Turn Up the Heat ability whimper in fear. I’d never really messed with Fire Incubus’s Enrage ability because it didn’t increase Constitution as well as Strength and Dexterity like I could with my Light Magic Buffs. It cost more to get its benefits, but the heat that came with it was a beautiful thing, and I wasn’t holding back. At an extra 10,000 Mana Per Minute, I cooked the platform and the three elementals that stood there with me.
Ignoring the Fire Elemental, I rushed the Earth one, pulling back my Warhammer like I was about to strike. My left hand I left in front of me empty and ready to defend. A savage spike of stone shot right at me. Just as the Wind Elemental’s Wind Slash was able to pierce my skeletal and armored skin, this had the same level of concentrated mana.
Wail of the Banshee, my only sonic damage type spell, screamed out of my empty palm with 10,000 MP. The stone spike shattered like glass, but the reach of the spell didn’t stop there. It reached the elemental and began shaking it apart from the inside out. Its head and torso even began to crumble, but then I watched as it sucked itself into the ground just as Rock Hard had. 
My Warhammer chased after it, smashing the floor where it had disappeared. Following up with my palm channeling Wail of the Banshee, I pressed the sonic power into the ground causing it to flake and crack at an incredible rate. The entire platform disintegrated into dust in a ten foot radius before I cut the mana to the spell. I almost squealed when I received 7 additional levels.
I quickly found out why the Ice Elemental hadn’t attacked. All its effort was going into summoning one massive spell.
Even as the Fire Elemental was casting fireball after fireball at me and connecting with each one, I summoned my tail and looped it around his foot. My control over the tail was clumsy compared to my control over my skeletal appendages, but it cost much less mana. Oh well. 
As I pulled with my tail, the Fire Elemental struggled to stay on its feet. Remembering how my tail had been severed, it somehow reformed its hand into a cleaving weapon and cut my tail clean off. As much as the cutting of my tail would help my spells progress, it hurt like losing a limb, and I hadn’t been ready to heal it.
I was on the Fire Elemental before it could regain its balance. Taking it by the throat, I spun, placing it between me and the glacier of razor sharp ice that was heading my way.
Despite the Fire Elemental taking the blunt of the attack, I was thrown back. Soaring off the platform, I crashed, hollowing out my own special cavity in the wall.
-31,888 HP
 
The crater I had created was completely covered over in ice. Not only had its ice injured me, but the Fire Elemental died, and I only got three levels because the Ice Elemental had technically killed it.
Blanketing the area in Heal, I said, “You still with me?”
“Fine. That was fun!” She wasn’t kidding. I could hear the amusement in her voice.
The ice around us was skipping its liquid state and turning directly into steam as it met the heat of Enrage. “Hold on.” Eyeing the densest mana in the area through the giant block of ice I was trapped in, I quickly judged the distance and jumped. The ice evaporated into mist as I shot through it and flew across the room. Blue mana reached out from the elemental to meet me, but Fire Incubus Form’s other ability, Fire Breather, erupted out of my mouth.
Whatever spell it was trying to cast was devoured in my flames. They were liquid in intensity and stuck like napalm when they reached the elemental’s head.
Landing before it, I grabbed hold of both of its wrists and didn’t let go. Opening my mouth, I covered what remained of the mob in liquid fire. I still had hold of its arms when its body dissolved into nothing. Strangely, I got eight levels this time. The Ice Elemental must have leveled when it accidently killed the Fire Elemental. 25 levels all together. Not bad.
I released Enrage. I felt anger tugging at me, but was able to keep it under control.
I still didn’t dare to drop Fire Incubus Form or Bone Titan’s Defense. It was time to face the indignant Wraith now that all four of his minions had been taken care of. They’d been strong enough to cause me harm, but the fight was still over in less than two minutes.
“Are you ready to answer my questions?” I said.
There was another rumble from inside the tomb. This time the Wraith’s voice was restrained, almost subdued. “My brothers and sisters died for their mistake of being too lenient with their slaves. I will not make the same mistake. Now, you die.”
I felt the same swelling of Dark Mana that I had when the Wraith had attacked me during my last visit.
I leaped back, over what was left of the pearl stairs to the ground floor, without even bothering to turn around. My eyes never left the grand obsidian doorway. When the power let loose, it flooded into the door, but instead of damaging it, the door itself began to glow with the dark power. I realized at that moment that it wasn’t only a door. Just like the pillars to either side of the tomb could channel and direct mana, the arching doorway was just one massive pillar designed for Dark Mana.
My hope of overwhelming him with power died as a beam of Dark Magic hit the faltering platform and a new creature started to form. It had a mana density I’d seen before. It was as if Lady Contessa was being resurrected before our eyes.
From my best estimations, Waldemar had likely been of a higher level than Lady Contessa, but not nearly as talented. It was her genius with Dark Magic that had made her truly dangerous. Even Sanctuary’s dungeon mural considered her more dangerous than he was.
If I’d ever been looking for a rematch, then the time was now. But to fight Dark Magic, that meant using Light Magic. Although, Fire Incubus Form might work. I’d just have to overwhelm it with my physical stats and beat on it until it fell over.
Casting Creature Observation, I found it hard to think. It wasn’t another Master Elemental at all.
Wraith
Level: ?
 
“We should run,” I said, thinking Aeris would have the same idea.
“Or, this is perfect,” she replied. “Just as I needed room to push my Wind Magic to the limit, this could be your perfect scenario. I think you should fight him.” 
“But that would mean using Light Magic. A lot of Light Magic. What about Mistress Nava?”
“We’ve already tried to draw her away. What are you really worried about?”
“Losing. Death. Not getting to experience having 22 baby Wind Sprites floating around the house.”
“22, huh?”
“Don’t take that literally.”
She snorted. “You can tell better than I can. How powerful is he? Your best guess.”
“He’s like Lady Contessa only leveled up to Waldemar’s level.”
“Can you beat him?”
I watched the Wraith start to become aware of his surroundings. Could I? “Yes.”
“Then do it. I’ll stay back here and be your cheerleader.” Aeris spun off my back and appeared before me, her ethereal arms raised high overhead.
“After Mistress Nava is taken care of, will you marry me?”
She was suddenly very still and the air all around followed as if submitting to her command. Even in Wisp Form I could see her lip tremble as she tried to respond. 
I stepped forward, taking a knee to show her I wasn’t joking.
She began nodding up and down until she finally spoke. “I will. Why all of a sudden?”
“You’re always building me up. And I might die. That’s not something I can control, but I can ask you and promise that I’ll do everything I can to keep us both safe.”
Coming to my feet, I put my arm around her and pulled her to me. It only worked because she immediately reverted to her Wind Sprite Form. It was only for a moment, but our lips touched, then I was stepping past her. The Wraith didn’t look like he was about to wait.
Mana Sight allowed me a moment to recalculate all my forms and buffs after receiving my new stats from leveling up. Letting out a slow breath, I committed myself to going all out and removed my scepter from my inventory. 6x Advanced Mind Buff launched my Intelligence and Wisdom stats through the roof by an additional 2,700. My maximum Mana climbed to over 620,000 and I would be able to hold Fire Incubus Form for approximately 2 hours. The Form only stayed in place so that I had a layer of protection between me and the Light Magic that dwelt inside of me. Two layers of protection if you counted Bone Titan’s Defense.
My scepter became a part of my armor and my Warhammer I put away. With my preparations complete I headed toward the mound of pebbles that had once been the stairs.
I could see the Ireki-like features in the Wraith’s face, despite his complete lack of red skin that we’d seen in the murals. He was just as bald and had the same eyes that were turned inward at an angle. Instead of legs, he had trails of energy like a tattered gown that floated on nothing but air. His arms were real enough, as were the defined muscles in his chest. In many ways he reminded me of a mix of a genie and a ghost.
Watching me approach, the Wraith had a crazed smile.
“You’re sure you won’t just answer my questions?” I said.
“You will pay for making me waste so much energy.” He lifted his arms to either side, and the elemental pillars began to react. The first pillar struck his back with a beam of Earth Mana and armor began to form. A moment later, without waiting for the first to finish, the next pillar clothed him with a cloak of Wind. The final two coated his arms in fire and ice. The amount of energy he now possessed far exceeded anything we had ever faced. There was only one reason I didn’t turn around, grab Aeris, and run. His armor didn’t cover his face and underparts.
I glanced back to give Aeris a thumbs up. It was then that
the very bowels of the Underworld were being unleashed all at once.
 



Chapter 14 – Ding
I wasn’t sure what I imagined the bowels of the Underworld would look like, but a column of fire and ice rocketed toward me. The Wraith’s Wind cloak wasn’t just for show. It now bulged behind his shoulders, funneling its power and unique elemental characteristics into both columns of magic, pushing the fire and ice toward me at an even more unthinkable speed.
Shifting to my right, I stepped into the path of the surging fire. Leaning into the wind-powered flames, I braced myself. There was no time to do anything else. The impact was unlike any wind or fire I’d ever felt. There was no give or wading through it. I was thrown back. The wall embraced me like a windshield embraces a bug.
-36,047 HP
 
So this is what it feels like to get hit by a train. The column of fire didn’t stop but held me against the wall. It was a combo spell that complicated the nature of its elements, blending them with extreme quantities of mana.
Without hesitation, I healed myself. Finding a firm footing at the base of the crater, I launched myself up. My horned skeletal helmet bashed into the stone above, but it didn’t stop me. I tore through the rock as I climbed awkwardly into the air. My wings burst from my back as the Wraith’s column of ice reach me. Mana Sight had given me plenty of time to prepare.
My Magma Fist swatted at the spell from above. It met the Wraith’s mix of Wind and Ice with a red hot glow. I used a combination spell of my own. Alpha and Wail of the Banshee jumped from my palm as the enemy’s spell connected with my hand. The combination of magics acted like a springboard, tossing me up and over the deadly spell. Momentarily out of reach, I was able to stretch my wings to their fullest.
I once again flew into the heights of the room to keep my distance. The speed of the Wraith’s magic was almost at Aeris’s level because of the addition of Wind. That was going to make what I needed to do much more difficult.
Looking at my MP, I saw I had 592,311 remaining. My fight with the Elementals had taken most of what I’d already used, which still left me with almost three times my normal amount. I dropped Magma Fist—it was time to figure out how I was going to reach this monster. The speed of his magic was enough that he didn’t even have to move. Trying to overwhelm one of his columns of magic seemed like a waste of mana. Sure, I could probably match the power behind one, but for how long? It wasn’t just a mob I was fighting here, but a Wraith with an entire dungeon’s worth of mana at his disposal. It was a fight I couldn’t win. If I did meet his magic head-on, it would have to count for something. I needed an opening for my Light Magic. Now I only had to find one.
Even at this distance, dodging his columns of magic was difficult. It didn’t help that I was still little more than a newbie at flying. As I darted about close to the ceiling trying not to get shot out of the sky, I feared the Wraith’s magic would knock holes in the rock above me and send rubble down on my head. Instead, I found that his columns were only reaching so far before dissipating. Either his magic had a limited reach, or he had a frightening level of control and could stop his magic before it could damage the tomb. I’d examined the ceiling before. It was domed with ridges by the corners of the room. There wasn’t really anything special about it, but I suspected that the Wraith had his mana collection system spread out above the surrounding area, including the ceiling above our heads. I’d seen how jealous he guarded his creation.
Taking aim at the elemental column closest to me, I fired off Alpha Bolt, which now cost me almost no MP at all, but provided me with a bowling ball of energy that did decent elementally neutral damage.
It surged toward the pillar only to be cut off by the Wraith’s column of ice.
I grinned to myself. The pillars reached all the way up to the ceiling and the Wraith was down on the ground. Let’s see how fast you really are.
With Alpha channeled through both hands, Alpha Bullets, the Bolts’ smaller cousins that traveled even faster, began to spew out of me as fast as I could cast them.
The columns of ice and fire appeared between me and the pillars. I didn’t just take aim at one or two of them but moved between the four of them at random.
How the Wraith managed to follow so many projectiles I couldn’t imagine, but he knocked every bullet out of the sky.
The Fire, Ice, and Wind pillars glowed brighter the more he cast. They were providing the Wraith more mana than at first.
My barrage lasted a good twenty seconds as I sent hundreds of Alpha Bullets flying toward the pillars and yet not one hit its target. Finally growing tired of the game, the Wraith dropped his pillar of fire, only to send an even greater pillar of ice into the air.
As it climbed into the air like an avalanche that had forgotten which way gravity worked, a number of my Alpha Bullets hit home, striking the Fire and Earth pillars. The pillar filled with Fire mana cracked and pieces broke off, but the Earth pillar seemed mostly unaffected. It must have possessed some of the same nature as its Earth Mana, making the pillar much tougher.
The avalanche of Ice Magic missed me entirely but blanketed the Ice and Wind Pillars with a coat of ice meters thick from floor to ceiling. The Fire Pillar blinked a few times before going dark. He lost the flames on his left arm.
He’d purposely given up the Fire pillar and known that the Earth pillar could take the impact of my spell. He wasn’t stupid, I’d give him that. Fire was the element that I was the most adept with, so losing it would hurt him the least.
The loss didn’t slow him. His left arm may have no longer been covered in fire, but the Wind of his cloak was still bunched up over both shoulders. He joined his hands together, and a column of ice shot at me even faster than before.
With a swipe of my wings, I thought I had made it safely out of range, but the excess Wind churned up the air and tripped me up. I was missing the Fire column already.
The meters of ice covering the Ice and Wind pillars was something I could penetrate, but the Earth Pillar was an even more tempting target. But which should I set my focus on? Or should I try something else?
I once again found myself in the struggle of how to manage my mana. A large spell could move mountains—or meters of ice—but using too much mana would leave me vulnerable. Even with my extreme Wisdom and Intelligence stats, I found that there was no clear answer. What I truly lacked was enough experience to be sure of which one of my numerous strategies would actually work.
It seemed that eliminating the pillars first would weaken the Wraith, but that might not be the case at all. Destroying the pillars would sever his access to that pillar’s element, but that didn’t guarantee he would have access to less mana. I’d even seen the diagram of the Tomb through Forced Learn and knew that each pillar was hooked directly to its central mana battery bank. What I didn’t know was if there was a limit to how much mana that could travel down its Mana Channels. Would the Wraith lose power, or just siphon the same amount through a different channel? If I destroyed all his pillars, it was possible he would be able to continue to siphon the same amount mana through the Tomb’s vault door. I’d already tried different spells when trying to get in on my first visit and knew it would be incredibly difficult to destroy.
If the Wraith received all that mana as Dark Magic, it might make him easier to target with Light, but it would almost make him far more dangerous. Bone Titan’s Defense and Fire Incubus Form would help defend me from direct contact, but his mana was almost unending. I could only guess how much energy he had stored over the last thousand years—or longer…
Whatever I did, one thing was clear. I couldn’t win a battle of endurance. The Wraith had more mana than I did. That meant I needed to strike fast and hard. Anything else was a waste.
Dodging another column of Wind and Ice, I messaged Aeris. “You better get away while you can.”
“I’m in the tunnel,” she replied.
“Further. Get in one of the side tunnels.”
“Elorion…”
“I’ve never tried anything like this before. Please.”
“Give me a few seconds.”
I continued to dodge the Wraith’s magic while peppering the ice protecting the pillars with Alpha Bullets. It kept his attention.
Nine seconds later Aeris spoke again. “Okay. I’m out of range. I love you…”
My mana surged inside of me. An inferno raged as 4x Fire Incubus Form took shape, even if only for a few seconds. “I love you, too.”
Thrashing my wings against the turbulent air, I bolted toward the ground. Seconds lost their meaning at such a speed. I neared the ground in less time than the beat of a human heart. The Wraith’s column of Ice and Wind appeared below me. I was traveling too fast for him to target, so he was anticipating where I’d be instead.
Throwing out my wings at the appropriate angle, I changed directions. The force strained even my empowered form as I skirted evenly over the ground. The Earth Pillar was suddenly in front of me when I swooped upward. The pillar was at arm’s reach. My hand had changed back to its magma form and struggled to contain the swelling of mana. I cast Andesitic Magma, the spell’s second rank, for the first time. 200,000 MP erupted from my hand, blasting me back with a force that tore at the joints of my arm. Where my hand ended and the spell began, I couldn’t tell.
Catching myself with my wings after I’d already been pushed into the middle of the room, I drove myself higher into the room as I splattered the Earth Pillar with great clumps of molten rock. It flickered twice before the glow of Earth Mana went out entirely. I dropped back to 1x Fire Incubus Form, but my Magma spell wasn’t finished.
Redirecting the gushing deluge of magma at the Wraith himself, I saw rage twisting his face as he redirected his Ice and Wind column. His Earth armor was gone.
Our magic met head to head, and instead of pushing his back, my magma flew everywhere. I darted out of the way as a clump of molten rock larger than me was sent flying into the highest reaches of the room. Even then my spell didn’t stop. There was so much magma that the Wraith couldn’t track me or the second spell I’d been funneling since the Earth Pillar had melted.
I was climbing higher into the room with every flap of my wings.
The Wraith shrieked something in his own ancient language that I didn’t understand. 
I didn’t know what he had said, but I knew how to answer. Before my first spell was finished, I let loose with my second.
A Health Bomb the size of a small house flew in from behind me toward the Ireki Wraith at my command. He still couldn’t see it with all the molten rock raining through the air, but he felt its presence well enough to know to run. Jumping the from platform, the Wraith made it to the bottom of the stairs before the mass of Light Magic struck. The last thing I saw as a massive cavity of bone closed over me, encasing me on the ceiling of the room, was a blinding flash. Everything went dark for a moment, but then, even meters of bone wasn’t enough to keep the flare out of my eyes.
It felt like the piercing of a dagger that didn’t go away for a long couple of moments. Thinking it had to be over, I cast Heal on my eyes to try to speed up their recovery, but it was still a few seconds more before they worked again. I found that I was still enclosed behind meters of bone and it was now pitch black. With a single push with both of my legs, the center of the bone structure snapped open like the surface of a shell. I’d been wrong. There was very little left of my bone defense. Only a few feet remained after the explosion.
What was left of the room started to take shape. I’d funneled another 200,000 MP into my Health Bomb and, unlike Magma which had added tons of rock, my Light Magic caused the room to wilt like a thousand years of sun. The pearl staircase was no more. Not even a mound of rubble was left of the platform.
“Are you okay?” I messaged Aeris immediately.
“Yes. I didn’t get experience, though,” she replied.
“That’s because he isn’t dead. But it’s almost over.”
I saw the Wraith lying face-first near the center of the room surrounded by a hill of slush and ice. Somehow the ancient monster had summoned an ice structure that had saved his life. He hadn’t been my target though.
Looking up above where the platform had once stood, I saw what was left of the Tomb’s vault doors. There was a gaping hole. The other pillars that had stood off to the sides weren’t just inactive, but the bottom halves of all four of them had been blown apart.
I fell from the ceiling, only letting my wings slow my fall. The Wraith was struggling to get back up. Landing before him, I churned up a cloud of dirt and ice.
It was hard not to pity him knowing he had been alive for so long, and now it was over. Not that he’d given me much choice. “I told you that you should have answered my questions.”
“Even after I kill you, I’m dead!” the Wraith screamed. He was now standing, but wobbly. “Without extensive repairs, I’ll have no defense. Do you have any idea what you’ve done?!”
“I think I do. Your current form is like a dungeon spirit, right? It’s a projection, but the real you is inside your tomb. If your body is removed and added to a different tomb, would you return to life?”
He looked at me blank-faced for a long moment. “I’m no dungeon spirit. But yes. If my casket, that contains my body and orb, is moved to a different tomb, I’ll live.”
My Light Magic had yet to rank up, but I thought I finally understood why. “I will take your casket and create a new tomb. Then you will answer my questions.”
Even though my offer was his only hope, a great surge of power rose up inside him as a bolt of Dark Magic shot toward me. With a wave of my hand, I knocked it aside and cast a spell of my own. I didn’t use Health Bomb, or Health Bullet, but Heal in its truest form. Using what was left of my excess mana, just over 70,000 MP, I began funneling it into Heal. I blanketed the air around him with healing energy. 
Snakes and cords of dark power whipped off of him much like I’d seen from Lady Contessa, but to a much lesser extent. His Dark Magic crackled as it came in contact with Light. In a last desperate attempt, he swatted at my gentle energy with an umbrella of dark strands of power. There was too much Light Magic for it to last. A feather of Light found its way through and brushed against the top of his head. As if being electrocuted he nearly buckled in two.
His dark tentacles failed him, allowing more and more Light Magic in until the air was filled with the hiss of magical protest. Heal didn’t just blanket his skin but penetrated his puppet-like body. I then witnessed what it was like for the Light to win. He literally shriveled before my eyes until there was an audible pop, and he was gone.
I didn’t need to see the popups to know what was happening next. Fire Incubus Form was canceled without my permission and my skin began to glow with the brilliance of the fullest moon. When I ascended it had felt like my body was changing of its own accord. This was different. I knew what was happening. I understood that my new mastery of Light was simply purifying what had already been done. During my ascension, my talents and nature had blended together. But now, my talent was taking over.
I found myself floating above the ground on a platform of power. It was in this state, free from the corruption of the ground, that my body and mind were being remade. My blood had once been full of Light, it now became Light.
It hadn’t taken extreme measures to reach my Master Rank. It had taken a single spell—the right spell. I knew then what had been missing. My constant manipulation of mana had actually been what was holding it back.
You have unlocked True Form, Solar Mage!
You have unlocked True Form, Light Surgeon!
 
My feet returned to the ground. The Forms the popups spoke of didn’t even include the general changes that had happened to my human form. Even more than in my original Ascension, I was reborn.
Before checking the rest of my popups I closed my eyes and felt the life flowing through me. My new levels and changes could wait a few minutes until this feeling faded. With Mana Sight at full strength, I basked in it. Determined to never forget.
 



Chapter 15 – Spoils
I came out of my meditation standing in a pile of slush. I didn’t remember casting skeletal armor, but it covered me from my waist down. Looking at my bare chest, I briefly felt what Aeris must have during her first transformation. My body hadn’t grown like it had during my Ascension. There was a constant glow coming from my remade flesh. I didn’t think I could any longer be considered solely human.
Running my hand through my hair, I found it had grown a number of inches. It was long enough that I could hold it out to the side to get a good look. There was still a sliver of brown in my now silvery white strands. They glowed with their own internal light, just as the rest of my body did.
I feared my transformation would make stealth much more difficult. There was an even greater worry—that I’d no longer be able to hide my Light Magic and my very presence would put Sanctuary in danger.
Pushing all worries aside, I turned my attention to the popups I’d received. 
The first thing I realized was that my new form wasn’t considered a new form at all. At least not how Aeris’s Wind Sprite form was. I was still human…
You have become one with the Light!
You are no longer required to eat, drink, breathe, or sleep. 
Note: Light Mana is now your primary source of substance. If you are drained of mana, then your body will revert back to its original biological processes until your mana returns.
 
Through an increased understanding of Light Magic, your permanent buffs have been enhanced.
Improved In The Buff
+1,000 Strength
+1,000 Dexterity
+1,000 Constitution
+1,000 Intelligence
+1,000 Wisdom
No mana cost
 
Improved Regeneration
+800 HP Per Second
+300 Endurance Per Second
No mana cost
 
Note: These are added to your first permanent buffs.
 
Light Magic Potency
All Light Magic used is twice as powerful as before.


Master Level Light Channeling
Your body is now more in touch with Light Mana. Extreme channeling will be more effective, and you won’t be in danger of its sometimes explosive effects. 
 
That should have been enough, but it was only the beginning. There were two new forms at my disposal. I noticed right away that these were different than my Blue Magic Forms in one big way.
Unable to use magic unassociated with your True Form.
 
So while using Solar Mage, or Light Surgeon, I wouldn’t be able to use Blue Magic at all. My initial thought was that they wouldn’t be all that useful. I quickly learned how wrong I was.
Solar Mage
True Form
Light Magic is, in essence, both a life force and physical magic. Its ability to heal or harm depending on a person’s natural affinity is the most common and well known characteristics of its nature. The physical is observed by all, but it’s rarely understood. The Solar Mage has begun to understand the physical aspects of Light Magic and can harness them. These physical aspects are not measured in mass but are nonetheless a part of the physical world. The photon is your tool to illuminate your friends and enemies alike.
 
Vessel of Light
Persistent when cast.
Your body’s physical characteristics take on some of the aspects of electromagnetic radiation.
Physical and elemental damage is reduced by 70%.
Movement Speed is increased by 100%.
Inventory space reduced by 70%.
Unable to carry excess weight.
Physical Damage given is reduced by 70%.
Heal and Light Magic buffs are only 30% effective when cast on yourself.
 
Laser
Focus light onto a single spot. The area of effect can be manipulated as can the intensity of the light. This is the Solar Mage’s primary tool.
 
Artificial Sun
Create a giant Light Orb and manipulate its direction and brightness. This can blind the enemy or work as a source of regeneration for the Solar Mage.
 
Note: Laser and Artificial Sun don’t require True Form Solar Mage to be used but are five times more powerful when it is.
 
Light Eater
You absorb light in the area to replenish your health and mana.
 
Light Vision
Your eyes become more sensitive, but also capable of staring into all but the brightest light. Comparable to Master Level Darkvision for seeing in the dark.
 
A dozen strategies for how I could use Artificial Sun in combination with Light Vision came to me at once. Then there was the ability to eat light… Would it actually be possible for me to absorb more mana from Artificial Sun than it would cost to cast? It could become an infinitely sustainable source of mana…
The main drawback to the form was that becoming immune to 70% of physical and elemental damage meant my physical damage would be reduced to 30%. I’d have to rely on the Laser ability almost completely. Also, healing myself would only be 30% effective. Advanced Mind Buff, among other Light Magic Buffs, would also only be 30% effective in the form.
“I got experience that time. El…” Aeris called from the hall’s entrance.
Turning, I saw her head tilted to the side as she held me with her gaze.
I swallowed, unable to completely control my nerves. I knew she would be supportive. She’d gone through the same thing, but my reaction was impossible to stifle.
We were now close to the same silver in color, except it came from the pigment of her skin, while I took on the color because of the white light shining through me.
“What do you think?” I finally said.
“You’re a human glowstick.” She smirked, before floating toward me.
“That bad, huh?”
“Yeah. You’re terribly—handsome. Now all the girls will be attracted to you like mosquitoes to light.” She chuckled.
 “I have a surprise.”
“Oh?”
As easily as blinking my eyes, I stepped into my True Form Solar Mage. The strangest sensation I’d ever felt came over my entire body as I changed. It was as if my skin had lost all feeling only to be replaced by energy itself. I felt like human static. I didn’t have to activate Light Vision, for it did when I changed. Mana Sight was flipped off like a switch, only to be replaced. It was as if I’d been in a dim room my entire life and I’d opened my eyes for the first time. Even Mana Sight didn’t compare. Not only was the room lighter, and contrasts sharper, but colors bloomed like a sea of flowers covering every inch of the room. Covering Aeris.
It was as if I saw every light particle all at once, and could trace individual ones, while understanding the whole at the same time. 
The light coming from Aeris was much dimmer than my own, but she also had her own glow. I could now see clearly the layer of air that clung to her. It was slowly moving over the surface of her skin and thick enough to distort the light shining from her like waves of vibrant smoke. Her glow came from the Light Mana inside her. It was the Wind Mana and the pigment of her skin that masked it in silver. She sparkled in different hues.
Glancing back, I saw what was left of the Wraith, which were trace amounts of Dark Mana slowly mixing in with the mana in the air. The Darkness was as clear through Light Vision as it had been through Mana Sight. Instead of black and purple, only a subtle absence of light remained. So I was able to see Dark Mana in both spectrums.
“I was wrong. Now you really look like a human glowstick.” Aeris reached out to touch me, but her hand disappeared in the brightness and reappeared as she pulled back. It was as if I wasn’t there.
She leaned closer before pushing her finger even further into the light of my chest and coming into contact with something solid. Or was it? I felt her touch me, but it seemed very distant.
“You feel like the wind,” she said with her mouth open in wonder. “But why aren’t you warm?” She morphed into her Wisp Form before throwing herself at me. Was she trying to embrace me?
She spun around me, and over me, distorting my light with her airy essence. I felt her all around me. Almost like we were joined together in the same space. I imagined in one sense we were.
Her high-pitched giggle came from behind and before me at the same time. “I’m swimming in light!”
“I’m faster too,” I replied. “But I still can’t fly so you still have me beat.”
“But you’re light enough now that I can easily pick you up.” And suddenly we were in the air. Gravity felt different and somewhat less than it had.
We danced in the air there for a number of minutes, though, to be honest, she was doing all the work. I was greatly tempted to throw up an Artificial Sun and start blasting things with Laser, but even after I’d gone all out with the Wraith, I feared any more excessive use of Light Magic was just pushing our luck. There were a few things I’d have to do to make the most of the situation, but other than that, I was going to play it safe.
As hopeless as it might have seemed, there was still hope. Master Khaba, the elder goblin, wasn’t able to tell me how to create a training facility that was capable to hiding my magic, but he would probably be able to tell me if my new forms were leaking so much Light Magic that I would draw our enemy anywhere I went. 
Before that, there was much to do.
“I have another surprise,” I whispered, not because I thought it would alert an enemy, but because Aeris was so close.
We began to float toward the floor. Once we touched down, I activated Light Surgeon.
I was cast from my body much like during Forced Learn. Instead of appearing inside another creature, I could see the world from an outside perspective. Turning—I could actually turn—I saw myself standing there. I’d returned to my Enhanced Ascended Form, but my eyes were empty, replaced by milky orbs of mana. For my hands it was the same, as well as my ears. The thick orbs, white and smooth as water, each had a strand coming from it that joined together over my head into a thicker cord. I followed the long cord to see that it led right up to my—eyes? I couldn’t exactly see the end of the cord, but I was sure I was seeing out of it.
In this state I couldn’t move my body. “Change back to Sprite form. Pretty please,” I said, watching my own mouth utter the words and hearing them from a distance.
Aeris’s wispy form solidified, and I watched her from behind as she stood up on her tippy toes, examining my face. 
My vision had changed once again in this new state, but it was closer to my natural eyesight. I could see something new coming from Aeris, and as I suspected, it was even more defined in her Sprite Form. With a thought, I darted toward her and around her, stopping about a foot from her face. Of course, my body didn’t move, only my cord of mana.
She flinched, but only for a moment.
What was different about her became clear. “I can see into you.”
She slowly dropped from her tiptoes and lifted her arms to cover her chest.
“No, not like that,” I laughed. “I can see the Light Mana inside your body. All of it.”
“Oh.” She still looked unsure.
I tried to bring up the information for Light Surgeon and was surprised when it appeared. There was much I already suspected about what this form was capable of, but seeing it spelled out was jarring.
Light Surgeon
True Form
Light Magic is, in essence, both a life force and physical magic. Light Surgeon harnesses its life-giving nature and gives you command over Light Mana itself. In otherwise impossible scenarios, you can give life to the dying. In others, you can take it.
 
Vessel of Life
Persistent when cast.
Your senses are extended from your body with perfect focus. You’re able to reach out to anyone within your radius and treat them. You gain the power to manipulate Light Mana—your own and your patients’.
Maximum Health x2.
Health Regeneration x2.
Maximum Mana x2.
Mana Regeneration x2.
Unable to use Light Magic Buffs while in this form.
Unable to move your body.
 
Life Vision
You are able to focus your vision to see the Light Magic’s Life Force just as you’d see real light.
 
Life Mana Manipulation
Through contact with your mana thread, you are able to command a person’s mana even if it’s leaving their body from severe injury. Example: This can be used to regather mana back into a body or use the person’s mana to force a foreign object from an open wound.
 
Mana Suture
Patch even large wounds to stop mana bleed by creating a barrier of Light Mana.
 
Mana Transfusion
If a person’s mana is almost depleted, you are able to replace their mana with some of your own. 
Note: Trace amounts of the person’s mana must remain. Also, if their remaining mana is low enough, it will take time for them to recover their abilities even if they survive.
 
“There’s something I need to see,” I said before plunging into Aeris’s back.
Her entire system was suddenly laid out before me. Her circulatory system and the movement of Light Mana being pumped through with her blood appeared in my vision like a life-size diagram. I could also see the Light Mana that had merged with every cell in her body to a lesser extent. Her Light Mana glowed white and was brighter depending on its concentration. Not only did I see all these things, but I had control. I could direct her blood in a way that would overwhelm her smaller blood vessels and cause them to burst. I could even command her blood to stop flowing and it would obey without question. The amount of power I had over her life and death was appalling.
As amazing as it all was, what my abilities were capable of wasn’t what I was there to see. I searched for the Light Orb I’d once placed inside of her that had saved her life. There was no sign of it to be found. My theory was that her body had absorbed it while she recovered, but that was a theory at best.
With a snap of my will, the layout of her system disappeared, and I reemerged back in my own body. “Sorry if that was weird for you,” I said, seeing her uncertainty. “I’ve never been a strand of mana before. I checked to see if the Light Orb I placed inside you was there, and it’s not.”
“Thanks, doctor. Wait, you were the strand of mana?” she replied.
I gave her a quick explanation of what Solar Mage and Light Surgeon could do.
“So one form concentrates on the physical aspects of Light Magic and the other the spiritual?” she said, examining my popups with me.
“You could say that.”
“So what now? Are you going to test them out?” She nudged me as if expecting me to put on a show.
“I’m afraid not. I’m not sure I’m going to be able to go back.”
Her eyes narrowed.
I spoke before she could respond. “I’m going to ask Master Khaba to examine me before I dare take that chance. If I’m leaking Light Magic even worse than before…”
“Then I’m not going back either.”
I shook my head. “I think I’ll be able to return soon. I have some ideas of what I might be able to do, like stay in one of my Blue Magic Forms at all times.”
“So you want me to go back while you wander around out here alone?”
That was exactly what I was thinking, but seeing how she was now, there was no way she’d let me go alone.
“You may have forgotten,” she said, crossing her arms. I could tell she knew she had already won and was now just having a little fun at my expense. “That you just asked me to marry you. Are you seriously telling me—"
“That you’re coming with me?” I inched closer to her. “What made you think I’d have it any other way?”
“Oh… That’s how you’re going to play it, huh?”
“Besides. I’m about to strip the tomb clean. I’ll need some help carrying all that weight.”
“And if we aren’t going back to Sanctuary, how exactly are you going to get it there?”
“We’ll just have to find a meetup location to leave it for the others.”
“Is it really worth taking the chance?”
“You saw how the Wraith was able to supply himself with constant energy. Imagine what an even larger dungeon could do? We could create a mana irrigation system for our crops, or even create a massive mana weapon…”
“Fine, but how are we going to get what must be tons of rocks, and crystals, or whatever, to this meet up location?”
“You don’t really have to carry anything. I’m going to give the limits of the Inventory system a little test.” Giving her a wink, I spun and headed through the rubble toward the Tomb.
Pulling up my character sheet, I pumped the 19 levels’ worth of stats I’d received from defeating the Wraith into Wisdom, surpassing 5,000.
Elorion
Level: 802
Health Points: 335,216 (+3,059)
Mana Points: 366,049 (+3,660)
Mana Per Minute: 10,170 (169.5 Per Second)
Attributes
Strength: 3198 (+31)
Dexterity: 3,044 (+30)
Constitution: 3,059 (+30)
Intelligence: 2,228 (+22)
Wisdom: 5,085 (+50)
 
The +1,000 to every stat was simply unbelievable. As always, I couldn’t help but to think that the Head Mistress and every other high level mob out there had already gone through a similar jump in power. Exactly how far behind them were we? It also meant that I had to recalculate all of my forms and buffs. That was easy enough though.
Perhaps even more powerful than the stats were my two new additional passive buffs.
Light Magic Potency
All Light Magic used is twice as powerful as before.


Master Level Light Channeling
Your body is now more in touch with Light Mana. Extreme channeling will be more effective, and you won’t be in danger of its sometimes explosive effects. 
 
They only applied to my Light Magic, but if I wasn’t using one of my True Forms, then my Light Magic would still be used as a foundation for everything I did. As much as I didn’t want to use it, I’d already used excessive amounts of Light Magic only minutes ago, so giving away our position was no longer a concern. What I needed now was speed and muscle.
Light Magic flooded into my mind as I activated 6x Master Mind Buff and grabbed my scepter from my inventory, attaching it to my armor. The buff cost half the amount it used to. At 4,800 mana per minute it was giving me an additional 2,700 Intelligence and Wisdom. It was a 405,000 MP boost to my mana pool, giving me 771,049 MP in total. This would give me plenty of mana while trying to carefully tear or melt things from the walls and ceiling. The kicker was that I’d be able to do it all without ever running out of mana because I’d still have over 1,000 mana per minute left over even after casting my next buff. 7x Master Muscle Buff pumped me with physical power, adding 3,150 to my Strength and Dexterity. 
I felt the healthy bulging of muscle as my Strength and Dexterity swelled to over 6,000. It wasn’t quite on par with Fire Incubus Form, since that Form scaled with me as I became more powerful. The mana cost was still a little much even if it would last for hours.
Climbing up the hill of gravel to where the tomb’s doors used to stand, I found the broken end of the crystalline mana channel that had run through the ceiling to the vault doors. It was the same one I’d flooded with my own mana to open the vault when escaping on my first visit. 20,000 MP should be enough. Channeling the mana into Force Learn, my consciousness leaped into the mana channel, giving me full access to the Wraith’s mana machine network. It was then that I saw the full extent of the damage done.
There was a constant leak of mana from where the vault and the four pillars had been connected. They had given the Wraith the ability to manipulate mana, but also acted as a cork to the tomb’s system. With them gone, there was nothing stopping the constant drain of mana. In other words, the tomb’s batteries were running out and even though they were being replenished, it wasn’t fast enough.
As I’d half expected, the Wraith wasn’t dead; only the projection he’d made of himself had been defeated. His Spirit Projector at the center of the tomb was still in working order. The only problem was his lack of power. Knowing that there was no longer anything to fear from him, I took my first step into the tomb and made a solid plan of attack for the materials that I would need, and which parts could be transported without being taken apart. There wasn’t a lot of time, but neither would I need it. This is going to be fun.
 



Chapter 16 - Deconstruction
The first thing I did was skirt around the mana projector where the Wraith had appeared on my first visit to face the wall that stood between me and his coffin. I half expected him to try to appear through the projector, but nothing happened. There were many approaches I could take to get to the other side, but it was one I hadn’t used in a while that I decided on. Knocking it down would likely cause more problems than it was worth, so instead, I went full-on Magma Man.
With my magma flesh glowing orange, I stepped into the wall and it started to melt around me. It was not a cheap use of mana, but the excess I had made the thirty seconds or so that I was in the form well worth its convenience. 
Liquid rock poured over me to the floor as I stepped through the wall. I let it slow to a drip before cooling myself and transforming back to my buffed up, human form.
The coffin sat in the middle of the room on a slab of stone. It looked similar to the obsidian of the vault doors but sitting inside its glassy dark surface were thousands of purple granules. There were a number of metallic cords that looped down from the ceiling to connect with it. They were each about four inches thick. I would never have tried to sever them, but he’d already confirmed that doing so wouldn’t kill him. There was much he knew that I was determined to find out.
I moved forward, grabbed the first cord, and cast Stone Skin on my arm then Magma Fist. It took a few seconds to melt through it. Stepping up to the next one, I hesitated. I’d told Aeris I was going to be extra careful and not experiment with my True Forms, but I was having second thoughts. I was already using my Light Magic, so speed was the most important thing right now.
“Aeris,” I called.
“I’m here,” she replied, surprising me from above where she was watching.
“I’m going to try something.”
“I knew you would.”
Now that I had a baseline of what it took to cut the cord, I activated Solar Mage. The tingle of energy replaced my armor and flesh. Pulling up my character sheet, I saw that my active buffs had been cut by 70% as it said they would be, but my passive ones that I’d received when reaching Master Light Magic were still intact. Returning my attention to the cord, I examined it.
Holding up my index finger, I placed it a few inches from the cord. Laser didn’t have a baseline cost. It was the first spell I’d run into that assumed I’d be able to manipulate mana. It also meant that I had no idea how much mana it needed to be effective.
From what I knew about lasers from the surface world they needed a lot of power to do any real damage. Even then, it was like using a magnifying glass to set something on fire. I actually doubted it would be able to melt through the metallic cord at all, especially one that was four inches thick. If it did work, as long as it wasn’t too costly, it should be much more precise than melting through it with Magma Fist.
Deciding to start with 10,000 MP, I cast Laser at the cord. The dimmest of blue lights shot forward in a straight beam and appeared on the cord’s surface. Immediately, smoke started to emerge, and I could see it parting. Slowly moving my finger over its surface, I watched as it cut into the metal with little resistance. When I reached the end, the two ends sprung apart. They weren’t flexible like normal cords, but more like steel bars.
“El,” Aeris said.
Looking up, I saw her pointing to the back of the room. Past the cord, I saw a thin line that had been burnt into the rock. My jaw dropped open. The laser had cut right through the cord and continued deep into the wall.
I’d started with 10,000 MP, but I’d taken a few seconds to finish the job, so it cost a little over 30,000 MP in total. Not bad at all.
Quickly, I stepped up to the next cord and eyed the trajectory that my next laser would take. With half as much mana as before, I cast it. If it wasn’t for Light Sight I wouldn’t have been able to see the beam at all. I watched it shoot right through the cord from a side perspective and into the far wall. As I fully severed the cord, I examined the wall and saw it had only etched a shallow line this time.
On the final cord, I used half the mana again, or 2,500 Mana Per Second. Immediately, the laser started to burn into the metal’s surface, but it took a full second before I saw it exit the back. A few more seconds later I had it cut, but the wall was left unscathed. Not only had Laser been powerful enough to cut the thick cord, but it did it with the precision of a razorblade.
Changing up my approach, I reverted back to my human form and removed Master Muscle Buff for now, leaving only Master Mind Buff in place.
Moving on, I began to deconstruct the tomb, removing all the parts and pieces I’d need. I wouldn’t place them in my inventory until they were all lined up and ready.
Even without my Strength buffed, I found it easy enough to remove the coffin from the back room, which I placed outside.
Returning, I got to work.
I brought up the list of machine designs I’d stolen from this tomb on my first visit.
Master Machines: 2
* Spirit Compressor

* Spirit Command Hub 

Advanced Machines: 3
* Spirit Projector

* Arcane Tomb Conduit

* Mana Refinery: Dark

Intermediate Machines: 10
* Elemental Battery Bank: 4

* Sub-Elemental Battery Bank: 4

* Minion Generator: 2

 
Interesting enough, the coffin wasn’t listed, nor had I been able to breach it with Forced Learn. It was somehow self-contained. Only time kept me from examining it more closely.
Now that the Wraith was gone and there was no possible interference, I started by removing the metallic cords that had acted as the primary mana channels that had been attached to the coffin. I didn’t dig into the ceiling to pull them out, but only took the sections that were easy to get to. It would probably take longer to remove all the mana channels in the tomb than it would take to remove everything else put together. They weren’t worth the additional time.
My experiments weren’t done. On the first cord hanging from the ceiling, I used a beam at 5,000 mana per second. Even though it was approximately three meters above my head, it cut the cord nearly as easily as it had up close.
I was satisfied with Laser’s basic utility, but I was only getting started. Transforming back to my human form, I tested Laser without using Solar Mage. Just as the Form details had said, it took five times the MP, or 25,000 mana per second, to get the same results. It was nowhere near as impressive at such a high cost.
I couldn’t stop there. As a Blue Mage, I had to try to cast a partial True Form. Back in my human form, I lifted my hand before my face. The problem with Solar Mage and Light Surgeon was that I transformed into them instantly unlike any of my Shapeshifting Forms. There was no guarantee they would work like Blue Magic. Casting Solar Mage, I tried to limit the amount of mana and funnel it only to my hand. It didn’t work. I transformed fully instead.
Transforming back and forth, I focused on what it felt like and tried to pinpoint exactly what was going on. It only took a few transitions to understand. It was my mana itself that was taking on a new form as opposed to mimicking something else. With a bacon-loving grin on my face, I focused the transformation to my hand. Before my eye, my hand took on new light. My skin and physical tissue became energy—never ceasing to move in a light-filled cloud that was the shape of my hand. I wasn’t sure if it kept any of my physical characteristics. It would make sense that it took the place of muscle and bone, but I wasn’t convinced. Regardless, when I took aim at the next cord, Laser only cost twice the mana that it did in my Solar Form.
It actually worked. I tried the same transformation but focused it to my eyes. The light spectrum lit up the world around me. Checking my buffs, it was too good to be true. Only a small percentage was missing from Master Mind Buff. I could successfully add Solar to my multi-shifting form.
There were so many other things I could try, but time... I moved on from Solar Mage to Light Surgeon just to test its basic usefulness.
My eyes changed once again, tossing my perception from my head to the strand of light. I’d succeeded in only activating the form for one of my senses, but the drawback remained. I couldn’t move my body. It was also troublesome to hear from my physical ears yet see from the strand that was detached from my head. Unlike Solar Mage, my active buffs were canceled entirely when taking the form. I felt dizzy, like I was going to fall over, but it didn’t affect my body, only my coordination with my strand.
When my human sight returned, I activated Light Surgeon only with my ears, sending one strand to one side of the room and another to the opposite. This time I could see out of my eyes, but I was still unable to control my body. I suspected I could use this ability for spying, but I was starting to feel nauseous. I reverted back to normal even quicker that time.
Finally, I focused on my hand. My sense of control didn’t leave me this time as my hand was transformed into a glove of milky white. The strand was only a few feet long, but I could move it at will. With a thought, it extended from my body until it was about five meters long and floated in the air on its own. There were a number of possible uses, like a Light Mana whip, or an ultra-efficient method of healing, but each possibility would need to be tested. It was easily the oddest form I’d run across and I understood it far less than the others.
Aeris had been watching me as I tested things out and remained silent, taking it in. I returned to Solar Mage and made quick work of the remaining cords. She made herself useful by carrying the rod-like mana channels out of the Tomb.
Moving to the main chamber where the Spirit Project was, I started dismantling it from the bottom up. There was a platform that collected and focused all the Dark Mana that ran down the wall in numerous channels. This big slab had to weigh a couple hundred pounds, but it would work like a giant lens so I couldn’t pass it up.
Using Solar Mage, I cut it out of the ground in seconds, then transformed and hauled it outside. 
I was a tad jealous that Aeris’s forms didn’t hinder how much she could carry in her inventory, but I was beginning to understand why Solar Mage worked that way. It wasn’t because it made me less physically powerful, but because my being changed from mass to energy so that there was less of me to interact with the physical world. 
When I mentioned this, however, Aeris corrected me. I was surprised to learn that in her Wisp Form it cost her mana to carry something heavy outside her inventory. It took mana for her to gather her wind in such a way that it would hold a solid object. She was capable of carrying less weight in her inventory in the first place than I could even with Solar Mage’s debuff. High Strength had its uses.
Laser made the job much easier than it would’ve been otherwise. It took a while for me to get down how much mana to use and I continued to refine it. I used less mana than I needed to allow for slower cuts. It also had less of a chance to damage components. 
Things got much more difficult as I got into the upper reaches of the room. I was considering building a platform to stand on, or seeing if Aeris could manage the rest, when I realized I had a new tool that was perfect for the job.
Switching to Light Surgeon, my vision snaked up at the end of my mana cord toward the upper recesses of the room. The dozens of colorful mana channels I found looked like archaic cabling from some ancient network. These cables were made of different kinds of stone depending on the kind of mana they were carrying. They were also as thick, if not thicker, as the cords that had connected to the coffin.
As discombobulating as it was, I was able to poke my mana strands through the cabling and above it to get the perfect view.
I heard my body laugh from below and was instantly creeped out.
Aeris poked her Wispy head through the cabling, startling me even more.
“Everything okay?” she said.
“Yes.” I nodded the end of my mana strand like a head. “I’m going to do some cutting. I’ll get the small things first. Do you think you could catch them?”
“Um, sure. Should I be talking to your cord, or your body? It’s really awkward looking at this thing when your voice is coming from all the way down there.”
“Either. I’m hearing you from up here though when in my full form, so it’s probably the less awkward of the two.”
“Fair enough.”
She disappeared, and I followed her down. Taking a look from a few more angles, I came up with a quick list of cuts and what order they should take place in. Turning back into Solar Mage, I took aim and Laser went to work. It began to rain cables, which Aeris caught without any problem. Then different parts of the Dark Magic Refinery started to fall.
I positioned myself under them in human form, but Aeris simply became a blanket of air that caught everything and slowly lowered it to the ground.
“Show off!” I said with a snort.
 
***
 
It took less than an hour to strip the tomb of everything I thought was worth the time to take. Before, Arcane Engineering had been difficult to make any progress in because I felt like I lacked the tools and materials. Not anymore. Now I had a surplus of materials and some mana machines that were already mostly intact. I also had a few new tricks that would make construction much easier.
Recasting Master Muscle Buff in my human form, I began to load my Magic Bag that would go straight into my inventory after I filled it. There were only 30 slots, but the amount I could carry was over one hundred times greater than when I’d first entered the Underworld. The Magic Bag made it even easier, lightening items by 30%. The common materials like mana cables stacked as long as they were made of the same material. Suffice it to say, I was able to easily carry all the heavy stuff without nearing my maximum weight capacity. Aeris took my extra food, water, and ore which I’d originally planned on using to create a golem for the Wraith.
Technically, I was overburdened in a sense, because the Inventory system only bore the weight of 100 lbs. Even if the total weight was being reduced by 30% by my Magic Bag, the rest sat firmly on my shoulders. It wasn’t really a true burden. It would slow me down, and limit how high I could jump, but my Improved Regeneration more than made up for any extra stamina drain. Not to mention, the constant healing of my body made exhaustion a thing of the past. I wouldn’t even need food or drink to keep me going.
Aeris contacted Sanctuary, letting them know that our plan was going off without a hitch. Russ, Olivia, and a small group would head to a chosen meeting spot north of Sanctuary in a place we’d never been but was well known to Zorik. It was a large cavern that acted as a crossroads for many tunnels. There would likely be mobs in the area, but Aeris and I would get there first and clear the path, unload our goods, and wait for the others to come with the work golems I had left in Sanctuary to help with the farming. The golems would be pulling the same carts that we’d used when bringing loot back from the Imps’ Dungeon.
I wouldn’t get to test out the new speed that Solar Mage provided... After making sure we hadn’t miss anything, Aeris and I shared a look. It was possible that we’d never be able to return to Sanctuary until Mistress Nava was taken care of, but she wasn’t letting that bother her. I’d seen the same look from her a thousand times. Mischief was in the air.
She set off at an incredible pace that was impossible for me to match. One moment she was gone, the next she was back and flying circles around me like my own personal whirlwind. It was an incredible feeling to know this was the girl that I’d asked to marry me and that she had actually said yes. I had no idea what we were in for, but as long as she was around, I could handle anything.
 



Chapter 17 – Bearing the Weight
Despite my slower pace, we made it to the meeting place in good time. I had Invisibility cast on myself, but Aeris had asked me not to bother casting it on her. When she was moving quickly, only the most adept would think she was anything more than a gust of wind.
The cavern was nowhere near as big as the Belly, but it was at least the size of a good city block. Mana Sight gave me an idea of what we were dealing with. There were at least a couple hundred mobs hiding behind boulders, inside trenches, and some even camouflaged on the walls and ceiling. None of the mana signatures were anything to worry about. There were a few rare ones, like a group that possessed Water Mana that might give some bonus experience. We only hesitated for a moment before making our big entrance.
Both of my arms were covered in light from elbow to fingertip. I was still in my buffed up form with Bone Titan’s Defense covering the rest of my body and my scepter with the 50% Light Magic buff merged with it. 
“Do it,” Aeris commanded, reassuring me my Artificial Sun spells wouldn’t harm her eyes. She was in her Wind Sprite Form so that she could stay at a distance.
Just like Laser, there was no set mana cost for the spell, so I’d have to experiment. To get a comparison, I threw up a Light Orb in the middle of the room, which was actually considered general magic and not Light Magic at all. A split second later, I cast Artificial Sun about a meter away using a miniscule 1,000 mana per minute. A visible beam of light shot toward the middle of the room where it gathered in a growing sphere and soon devoured the Light Orb with its size.
The cavern had already been dimly lit by blue and red light that shone from the mana dense rock. When the Artificial Sun’s sphere bloomed, it cut through the remaining darkness and lit up the room up like the afternoon sun.
A few mobs jumped from their hiding places to face us, but the first we came across was a trio of giant scorpion-like creatures. Like a centaur, it had the lower body of a beast and upper body of a human. However, its lower body was all scorpion and its humanoid form resembled an orc. They were Scorcs? Creature Indicator said the name of the level 600 creatures was Livisht. Nah, I’ll stick with scorcs.
A single 10,000 MP beam of Laser burnt a hole right through the closest one’s head. In the same moment, a dozen compressed Wind Slashes peppered the other two leaving them in pieces. Forced Learn gave me nothing.
Getting bonus experience for my first time killing the creatures leveled me up once. There was no time to add my new stat points. The group of water creatures were coming.
A bundle of massive snakes of blue and gold slithered atop one another like they were fighting to be the first to reach us. It seemed they found the light rather annoying, for their eyes were all tightly shut.
As they neared, I saw that there were more of them than I’d realized. There were close to seventy of the freaky things—some as long as a bus. Examining them, I saw they ranged between level 500 and 768. They were called Underwater Treasure Serpents. Finally a name that made sense. The gold on their backs glistened just like real gold would in the light. If you saw them underwater, they would look like a sparkling mass of gold, but up close you would get a rude awakening.
“Disgusting!” Aeris said as she let Wind Slash fly. Instead of numerous compressed castings, she launched a few big ones.
Laser flew toward them, hitting the highest level one between the eyes, but it was unable to burn through it. It had to be that their Water Mana was absorbing the heat. 
Aeris’s Wind Slash Sliced into them like a giant pizza cutter, but a few of the injured snakes retook their shape, leaving only a few dead from the attack.
I cranked up Laser to 15,000 MP and blasted one in the face. This time it burnt through it and half a dozen others before losing steam. I casted Forced Learn on the dying level 768 one and was rewarded with something new.
“Hit the gold on their backs,” I said.
“I noticed that too,” she replied before darting up into the air.
I picked off a few more before she unleashed a giant Wind Slash, cutting fifty of them in half in a single blow. A few more blasts and we finished them off.
I glanced down to see that I had gained six more levels and got a look at my new spell.
Aqua
Creates a large beam of water to soak the enemy. With enough pressure, it can also be used as a hydro drill.
 
Having access to Water Magic was certainly nothing to complain about. We’d finished them off before we’d really gotten to see them in action.
With the Treasure Serpents gone, a few more creatures bounded out of their hiding places to attack, but they were nothing we hadn’t seen before. Most of the creatures on the walls and ceiling chose to flee instead of fight. It was a terrible idea to try to run. All that it did was bring them to our attention as we got in some long distance target practice.
In about ten minutes we had cleared the rest of the cavern of mobs.
I filled up my Wisdom with eight more levels’ worth of stats and tossed Drain into the center of the room under my Artificial Sun. The blood and flesh conversion took place and filled me with new strength.
+76 Str
+99 Dex
+15 Int
+9 Wis
 
“Do you think Mel will want some of these skulls?” Aeris said, hovering a meter from what was left of the serpents.
“It’s a good bet. Is that what I think it is?” I pointed to the golden plank that lay on what was left of the vertebrae of a serpent’s remains.
Shifting in the air, she poked at it with her finger before grabbing it. With a little force she was able to bend it.
“I think it is,” she replied.
I joined her, bending over to grab one. It was like a sheet of gold in the shape of the golden scales that protected the serpents’ backs. After examining it with Mana and Light Sight, there was no denying it. They were literal large sheets of gold.
“It looks like we’re taking their heads and skins,” I said, rubbing my Solar Mage hands together.
Now that I was able to focus on Artificial Sun, I watched my character sheet. Light Eater was acting as a passive ability and giving me an additional 200 mana per minute. Artificial Sun was costing five times that, but it was still a positive if I was going to be using the spell anyways. I was also still using Solar Mage as a partial form. Adding it to both of my hands really didn’t give me any added benefits over one hand except that I could now cast it out of either. It would be interesting to know how it affected my mana per minute Solar Magic as well.
There was one other thing I had to try. My connection to Artificial Sun had never been cut. It required constant mana, so I’d been feeding it since I’d cast it. Issuing it a mental command, I watched as the spread of its rays started to change. The far cavern wall darkened with shadow as my Sun’s rays were condensed until there were all pointing in one direction. A spotlight had replaced the sphere of light and all its energy was aimed at me. Light Eater was more than happy to take in the excess light and suddenly its intake jumped to 600 mana per minute. It was three times the normal amount. A quick calculation told me that while I was in Solar Mage, Artificial Sun should give me a larger boost to mana per minute than it cost—and who knew how high it scaled. It was possible it could become an endless supply of mana.
Satisfied for now, I cut the flow to Artificial Sun and my partial Solar Form, then began stacking the gold scales in a single pile.
We removed the heads of the serpents and Scorcs for Mel’s growing army. Aeris had no aversion to popping them off with Wind Slash. It was just another day in the Underworld.
Once it was clear, we looked for other loot, but found little of consequence. A few ingredients for Lydia, but that was all.
An hour later, we found ourselves sitting in the middle of the room among piles of gold and monster skulls. It was one of the few moments we’d had in weeks where we weren’t in a hurry. In a sense, the anticipation was there for our friends’ arrival, but it would be a few hours still until they arrived. Aeris had reverted back to her Sprite Form and was sitting next to me on a small boulder with her legs dangling off the edge. Her hand was firmly in my own, and she was resting her head on my shoulder.
“I’m finding it harder lately to think about home.” She picked at a roll of bread, placing the nibble sized portions into her mouth periodically. “It’s like it’s become a strange foreign world that I only visited in a game. The worst part is the memory of my family seems just as distant. Which is weird, because I remember them better than I used to. The more I raise Intelligence the clearer my memories get, but it still feels like they’re getting further away.”
“It’s the same for me. My mom and dad…” I took a swig of water. I didn’t even need to drink anymore, but it was something I’d done so often that I couldn’t imagine not doing it. “Once things slow down, I think they won’t feel as far away.”
“Will things ever slow down, though? What would that even be like? Can you imagine the Head Mistress coming to visit our family of fourteen kids?”
“She’d probably insist they start killing skeletons at age two—werewolves at four.”
“Yeah. It would probably be a bad idea to let her babysit.”
We shared a laugh.
Her tone changed. “El. I really want kids, but the more I think about it the more impossible it seems. Not here. I can’t imagine it ever being safe enough, and what would their childhood be like?”
I placed my arm around her and held her tight. “We’ll see,” I whispered. She was quiet for a long time after that. More than once I thought I heard her sob, but she was too still for me to tell for sure.
Even if having a lot of children had always been a bit of a joke between us, it was more apparent than ever how important it was to her. She’d probably grown up dreaming about a large family since she was little. Now that she was finally going to be married, the option was stripped from her because of our situation. I wanted nothing more than to be able to make her dream possible, but I couldn’t disagree with her assessment. I couldn’t imagine it ever being safe enough for children either.
 
***
 
We heard the creaking of carts and crunch of golem steps echoing through the cavern long before they arrived. At the head of the procession were Russ and Olivia walking hand in hand. He was decked out in his chocolate-colored armor, and she—had changed.
There was only a slight tint to her skin, but it looked like a mocha-green. The green was more pronounced because it was highlighted by her hair that now had a deep emerald tone. It was striking how similar she looked despite the change. Her armor was a gown of wood and leaf, but it was difficult to tell where one started and the other began. It was the quality of her mana that had changed the most. With a single glance, you could tell she had reached Master Rank.
I wasn’t surprised when Aeris transformed in a wink and shot over to her friend using her Wisp form. Hopping from the boulder to the ground, I headed toward Russ, who had left the girls and was coming this way. He only eyed Aeris for a moment.
I reached out my hand, but he ignored it and grabbed me in a bear hug. At least he tried. Lifting me from the floor he found impossible.
“What have you been eating?!” he said, taking a step back. 
Patting my skeletal armor covered gut, I replied, “I ate a tomb. Or at least I have one in my inventory.”
“Aeris turns into Wind Woman and you’re all glowy. You’ve been busy.”
“You could say that. Aeris has a Wisp Form now and I, well, I’m still human in this form, but I have a couple others to show you. And Olivia?”
“She changed when she hit Master Rank with her Nature Magic. Now she’s a Nymph.” He rapped his knuckles against his chin. “Things are getting strange, man. She’s not alone. Clarissa is different as well, and Mel, Trevon, and Audrey are all close to Mastering soon.”
“How’s Travis doing?”
“Good. He’s not as loud at night. It might just be me though, but I think he’s been sniffing things a lot more while in his human form. Like I said. Strange.”
We chatted for another couple of minutes before the rest of the group joined us. The golems had parked the seven carts as best they could. Russ and Olivia had brought Steve and Perry with them.
Shaking both of their hands in turn, I came to Steve first. His current gear consisted of dark leather with black painted breastplate, greaves, and bracers. “It’s good to see you, man.” Which was true, but I immediately turned to Olivia and then Russ. “Is Mel the only one left keeping an eye out for stealth mobs back at the base?”
Steve smacked me on the shoulder. He was wearing a large grin. “Clarissa has that covered now. Remember that earth elemental that could dive into the ground like it was water?”
“I do…”
“Well, she can do that now. She’s also impossible to sneak up on. I’ve tried it.”
Looking to Russ, I watched him throw up his hands as if to say, “I told you so.”
Turning to Perry, who was the tallest in the group and still wearing his chocolate platemail that matched the one Russ was wearing, I shook his hand. “It’s nice to have you back, man. I’m glad to see you got the girls home safely.”
“I appreciate that. It was actually a rather boring trip.”
“You have no idea how glad I am to hear that. You guys ready to load some carts?”
“Sure. Where is everything?”
“I’ll take care of most of it.” Motioning with my head, I directed their attention behind me and added, “There’s a surprise over there that you guys can grab.”
Steve and Perry walked in the direction I had indicated and climbed up a gentle slope to look down upon the piles we had gathered.
“What the?! Did you kill a bunch of dragons?” Perry called out. “Is this gold?”
I was watching Russ and Olivia to see their reactions at Perry’s reaction. Only, I missed what I’d hope would be a good one because a sudden pulse of power came from one of the tunnels at our flank. I spun in a crouch as a blue skinned humanoid stepped into the cavern in a mass of neutral energy.
It looked like we weren’t going to have to travel to see the goblin elder after all.
 



Chapter 18 – Being Found
Stepping out from behind Master Khaba, Nane, the elder goblin’s wife, took her place at his side. She bowed her head and he began walking toward us with her at his tail.
Steve and Perry hurried back to the group. Steve hugged one of the serpent heads, which was as large as his torso, tight to his chest. Perry was carrying a sheet of gold that was about ten feet long and cut evenly on one end from Aeris’s Wind Slash.
“He is the goblin leader,” I said for the sake of those that hadn’t been with us when we had met him. We’d contacted him hours ago and told him about our plan, but we still had been intending to meet up with him later near his territory. Seeing him here was a surprise to say the least.
Reaching us, he held out his hands palm up. It seemed to be a gesture of greeting. I followed his lead and did the same. “Master Khaba. We didn’t expect to see you so soon.”
“I apologize if my arrival is startling.” He looked from person to person. “But you asked me how easy it would be to track you after your new transformation. So I set out without your knowing and tracked you here.”
It was as if a giant hand reached up from the ground and clenched my gut. The revelation that he was able to track me so easily was immediately disheartening, but he’d also gone out of his way to help knowing that a Mistress could be hunting us. “Thank you.” I didn’t know what else to say.
My eyes met Aeris’s. She knew what this meant. She feared just as I did that we wouldn’t be able to go home, and this didn’t bode well.
“Before you contacted me I felt a great wave of Light Magic from your fight at the tomb, which made it easier to track you because I knew which direction to look. There were times when I lost you, but while you’re in this current state, there is a constant stream of energy flowing off you.”
I had a large amount of Light Mana flooding into my muscles and mind, so it made sense he’d be able to follow me. We’d been miles from goblin territory though. At least there was a sliver of hope. I didn’t miss him saying that there were times where he’d lost me.
“There is much I need to unload into the carts, and I have two additional new forms. Do you mind waiting?”
“Not at all.” He seemed amused that I was still being so well-mannered in our dealings.
Giving him a nod of thanks, I wasted no time and jogged over to the carts. The most valuable parts we scavenged went on the first two carts. The lenses and mana batteries could singlehandedly make the differences between victory and defeat. Russ helped me sort everything so that they would stay as secure as possible during transit. He was much quieter than normal but kept giving me a pat on the back every couple of minutes. He must have feared that I might not be going back with them.
It didn’t take long for us to finish.
Perry and Steve were already half done loading the gold and skulls. When I returned to stand before Master Khaba, I looked between him and the gold under Perry’s arm as he passed us by.
“I’d like to give you some of the gold we found,” I said to the elder goblin.
He didn’t seem as interested as I’d hoped. “We don’t have much need for the yellow metal. The bones though.” He pointed toward what was left of the pile of serpents. The skulls had already been gathered and all that was left were a few gold scales and the serpents’ vertebrae.
“Their skeletons and not their skulls?” 
Nane, who was standing next to him, started nodding as she rose up on her tiptoes to get a better look.
“They’re yours,” I said.
Looking to Aeris, Nane gave her an excited look like she should know why a female goblin would want a bunch of giant serpent skeletons. I knew Aeris didn’t, but she offered a warm smile anyways. The mystery left me scratching my head, without actually doing the scratching, but I quickly realized I might not want to know the answer.
“Thank you again, Master Khaba,” I said, letting Master Mind and Muscle Buffs drop.
He nodded in response before adding, “I will prepare.”
Taking a seat in the same place he’d been standing, he relaxed his hands in his lap and closed his eyes. Without the normal mana surge, Neutral Mana started to seep out of his body until he was surrounded by a thick aura. I’d never seen its like before. His mana still clung to him, but somehow it had expanded beyond his physical being to take shape in the world—yet it was still part of him. 
He began speaking without opening his eyes. “Your current state is much better than your previous, but it wouldn’t be impossible to track you. Compared to when we first met, I can feel that your presence has increased threefold. In this state, it would be nearly impossible to hide.”
It didn’t seem fair. I’d worked so hard to reach the rank of Master to be better prepared for Mistress Nava, but when I finally reached it, it would instead be the very thing that put us in danger.
Taking a deep breath, I let the tremor in my chest settle. There was still much to try. My normal human form wasn’t safe any longer, but that didn’t mean I was out of options. I was pretty sure I already knew the result of my next form, but I still needed confirmation.
Light Surgeon took shape and my perceptions extended beyond my body. Even still, I never removed my eyes, physical or light cord, from the elder goblin. As soon as my form changed, I saw his jaw tighten.
“This one is dangerous,” he said, opening his eyes to examine it with his natural senses. “Your presence is more potent than your buffed up from. I wouldn’t use this unless you have no other choice.”
“That’s creepier than Skeletor,” Olivia said from somewhere behind me with the rest of the group. She was as blunt as ever. No one else said as much, but I was sure they were thinking it.
Dropping the form immediately, I changed to Solar Mage.
The marvel that I heard in Olivia’s gasp left me chuckling on the inside.
Khaba craned his neck and squinted his still open eyes, but not just because of the increase in brightness. Closing them, he turned his head to the side as if trying to get a better reading. “This is the Form that you must have activated that caused me to lose track of you. Your Light Magic presence is even fainter now than it was on our first meeting. It would probably fool even the most sensitive trackers unless they were in the immediate area.”
As I listened to his words, it was as if a boulder was removed from my back and I could finally stand erect. “I’m going to try buffing myself in this form.”
Using Master Mind Buff first, I went from buff to buff to get his assessment. It was as might be expected. Any Light Magic buff, even if it was cut down to 30% effectiveness, increased my presence. Some of the levels were tolerable, but not many.
I didn’t stop there. I tested Solar spells like Artificial Sun and Laser.
With a giant orb of light near the ceiling of the room, everyone had to shade their eyes except for Aeris and Olivia.
Master Khaba spoke. “This is ideal. Except for the obvious flare of light, I feel little Light Magic presence coming from your spell.”
I stumbled back, giddy at his response. I wanted to jump up and down. “Everyone, completely cover your eyes with your hands,” I warned. When they had, I threw 100,000 mana per minute into the spell. Rays of light pierced into every recess of the room as if it was filled with water. I only let the spell rage for a split second, but when the light receded, Russ, Perry, and Steve were all rubbing their eyes. I healed them quickly but looked to Khaba to see his reaction.
It took him a few moments, but he blinked open his eyes, and nodded that it was the same. My Solar Magic wouldn’t give me away.
Aeris was suddenly hugging me in her Wisp Form—if that’s what you’d call it. Our Wind and Light merged into nearly the same space, but there was still the subtle sensation of touch.
Not only would it mean I could go home, but it meant that I’d be able to use my Solar Magic at full power, which might help with construction.
After the tests with Solar Mage, I moved on to try some of my Blue Magic Forms. Many of them were better than my current human form, but if I buffed them at all with Light Magic then that would change. Fire Incubus, Rock Giant, Minotaur, Hell Hound, Primordial Cat, Werewolf, Slime, and Fire Imp would all still be available to me, but I wouldn’t be able to buff my Mind Buff to push them to their most powerful levels. I was also able to use my Ultimate Form as long as every part of me was transformed, so power leveling wasn’t completely out of the question. My limited Light Magic Buffs were a problem, but a manageable one.
My biggest regret was that Fire Incubus form was so close to level 100 and I wouldn’t get to push it further if I returned. I’d hoped that just using its wings, which I had held back most of the time, would help push it past level 97 where it had sat since my fight with Waldemar, but that wasn’t the case. 
When I’d exhausted all the different combinations of transformations I felt necessary, I stepped forward and offered the elder goblin my hand. “Master Khaba, I can’t thank you enough. If you hadn’t come…”
Taking my hand, he let me pull him to his feet. He gripped my hand in both of his. “You are formidable for one so young but remember my warning about the Mistresses. If there is any other way around fighting, take it. But if it comes to a fight, don’t hold back. It will take everything you and your friends have for there to even be a chance.”
Releasing his grip, he gave me one last earnest look before returning to his wife. From there, he summoned other goblins that had been waiting in the tunnel to begin gathering the serpent vertebrae. The old goblin and his wife stuck around as the work was done. They spoke with each person in our group like foreign diplomats might, making small talk and being sure to leave a good impression. 
When he’d first appeared out of the tunnel, there was a moment where I thought I’d been wrong about him. I’d prepared my mind for a fight, but it hadn’t come to that. His friendship was proving to be worth the risk. I just hoped there wasn’t any ulterior motive, because I couldn’t forget the feeling of facing him at full strength. Even after reaching Master Rank, it wasn’t a fight that I wanted to have.
 
***
 
I had a decision to make. It was now safe for me to go back to Sanctuary, but any creature tracking us would’ve been led here. Leading a trail away was the obvious next step. It would also give me a limited time to further test my Light Magic while purposely using it to pull our enemy’s attention. Perhaps there was time for one last ultimate power leveling session before returning home.
When I spoke to Master Khaba, he was able to confirm that there were no signs of the succubi between here and the Belly. His network of scouts was more than impressive.
Contacting Zorik, I learned about the best routes to take.
I didn’t even ask but assumed Aeris would be going with me—as did the others. They wished us farewell and directed the train of golem-powered carts back the way they had come. At least Olivia and Aeris had had some time to catch up.
My fiancée and I were soon left alone. We returned to our seat at the top of the small boulder. I dangled my legs over the side in my Human Form. She did the same in her Sprite Form. The mood had changed over the last couple of hours. We were still in no less danger, but we knew that there was nothing to threaten us for miles even if they were able to track me. That gave us time. We’d also be able to return to our friends as soon as we were done.
“You probably already know this, but as we travel, I’m going to be making a large racket,” I said, staring off into the distance as I focused on the warmth of her hand in mine.
Sitting up straight, she replied, “So am I.”
“Should we get going?”
She burst into her Wisp Form in response.
Standing up, I let Fire Incubus Form take hold of me. My wings lifted me off the ground and spun me in the direction of the tunnel we were about to take. Throwing my wings out stopped the spin and gave me a clear view of our destination.
“El.” I could hear the gravity in her voice. “You won’t be able to catch me this time, but I’ll only be gone for a few seconds. You can expect me to be back and forth.”
Without waiting for my response, there was an explosion of power a split second before she rocketed away. Even with Mana Sight at the highest level, I only saw the streak of her afterimage that led out of the cavern. A sudden thunderous blast followed in her wake as she shattered the sound barrier.
 Mana flooded my mind with Master Mind Buff, sending my cognitive abilities to new heights as I enhanced Fire Incubus Form to a new level of controlled chaos. My wings propelled me forward and after Aeris. The room was gone. As I traveled through the tunnel, I was in danger every moment of crashing into the walls if my wing adjustments weren’t just right. No. It was more accurate to say that the walls were in danger of crashing into me. Never had I felt more invincible, but I couldn’t let myself forget the truth. I was centuries behind the enemy and had to make every moment count.
I had two goals: reaching level 100 in Fire Incubus Form and testing a theory that could turn the tide of the coming battle.
 



Chapter 19 – Power Leveling
We traveled for miles in the opposite direction of Sanctuary at an incredible pace. At first we intended to be gone for two days—that eventually turned into five. There was a very specific landmark we were looking for in the northeast where we’d end our quest to lead the enemy away, but we didn’t take a straight path to reach it. We covered hundreds of miles while zigzagging through to every possible dead end.
Random mobs appeared here and there, but it remained strangely noneventful. If we saw something we thought Lydia might want, we grabbed it, but took little time for anything else. It made me realize how big the Underworld really was. Traveling for days without ever running into a single creature was a real possibility if you were careful and stayed away from the larger caverns.
All the while, Aeris and I stretched the limits of our forms and abilities, only to push them as far as we could. Fire Incubus was only the beginning for me. It reached level 100 by day two, only to leave me scratching my head. It underwent a transformation of its own, but I’d been expecting more.
Crimson Incubus Form
Level: 2
Cost: 1,000 Mana Per
Second (200 with buffs)
Strength: +1,000, +100% Strength
Dexterity: +1,000, +100% Dexterity
Constitution: +1,000, +100% Constitution
Special Abilities: Impenetrable Skin (Passive), Fire Breather, Enraged
Improved Impenetrable Skin: A Passive skill where your mana bonds with your skin to form a powerful armor.
Fire Breather: At will, you are able to exhale flames with your breath. 
Enraged: At the expense of mana, you are able to boost your Dexterity and Strength.
Next Level:
Not Applicable
 
I found myself staring at the last section that indicated what would happen when the form leveled. All that it said was not applicable… When it had reached level 2, which had taken an entire hour, nothing about the form had changed. The +1,000 was an upgrade from Fire Incubus Form’s original +500, but it seemed Crimson Incubus Form would remain at +1,000 to Strength, Dexterity and Constitution and never increase. At least, not until it reached level 100.
The only other thing that had changed when the form evolved was that Impenetrable Skin had upgraded to Improved Impenetrable Skin. The difference to the naked eye was that my skin turned a slightly darker shade of red and it gave me a reflective sheen that made me look like a polished ruby. I moved on from leveling it—happy with its current offerings.
Even if I was a tad disappointed with the form’s evolution, it was still leveling which gave me hope for an even better evolution in the future. It was far from the only thing I had to power level. We remained away from Sanctuary longer than we had originally intended because my experimentation was showing far more promise than I’d expected.
We stopped periodically, but our work never ended. I tested my Light Magic Buffs and my other Forms until…
Shapeshifting Mastery
Level 100
Due to your use of multiple forms, you have begun to become more proficient.
The spell casting rate of Shapeshifting is cut in half.
Max Level
 
 My mastery maxed out quickly as my lesser forms also maxed. I’d left most of my Forms at level 10 the last time I’d seriously power leveled them. With Master Mind Buff, I was able to brute force my way through the highest levels.
Blue and Green Slime were the first two Forms other than Fire Incubus to reach level 100. When the first reached 100, it didn’t evolve, but when the second one also did a third new Form became available to me. It was interesting enough that I leveled it as well. All three Forms combined took me two hours to max out. The last Form had been worth all the work.
Silver Slime
Level: 100
Cost: 5,000 Mana Per Minute (1,000 with buffs)
50% Physical Damage Reduction
50% Magic Damage Reduction
 
Special Abilities: Slime Body, Invincibility
 
Slime Body: During transformation, your body and equipment are transformed into a state of slime. You can harden and throw your slime at will to defend and attack. 
Note: Physical and magical abilities remain at your disposal but may lose effectiveness if they rely on a different body type.
 
Invincibility: At the expensive of losing the ability to move and cast spells, you are able to soften your body to a state where almost no damage is taken. You become 99% Immune to all damage types. If your slime body is cut, diced, squished, pounded, or blown to squishy bits, you will have to gather 80% of your slime together before you’re able to return to your true form.
Cost: 100,000 Mana Per Second (20,000 with buffs)
Note: Invincibility auto-expires if 90% of your body becomes separate from the rest by any means. In a state of super softening you take no damage for being reduced to little bits, but the slime in which your life force remains returns to the typical Silver Slime state of being.
 
It was quick enough to level on its own and its Invincibility ability was incredible, but not without a few big drawbacks. First, I wouldn’t be completely invincible. One percent of damage would still get through. That might sound like nitpicking, but it wasn’t wererats that I was worried about. It would also leave my body in an extremely malleable state. Sure I could take a lot of damage, but a toddler could waddle up and grab a handful of slime from my face with little effort and throw it across the room. 
Its best use seemed to be in a situation where I was about to be disintegrated. Boom—I blow up and then an hour later, after my attacker has left, I could blob around the rubble and slurp up my slime particles until I found enough of them to return to normal. That might not sound difficult, but I wouldn’t transform into a cute little slime, but one that weighed just as much as I did in my human form. Collecting 250 lbs. worth of slime particles wouldn’t make for the best of times. It was a very situational ability and twelve hundred times more expensive than the form itself. Still, this ultimate ability of the Slime Forms could actually be of use. There was also the possibility of finding other slimes out there besides the Blue and Green ones that could open up other advanced types of Slime Forms in the future.
Fire Imp brought with it an interesting, but mostly useless discovery. At level 100, it unlocked Fire Incubus Form which—of course—I already had. It didn’t add anything to Crimson Incubus, but it gave me access to Fire Imp, Fire Incubus, and Crimson Incubus Forms which I could switch between at will. Fire Imp and Incubus were also maxed, so they would only have their natural drawback, if any.
What I considered my last lesser form, Rock Giant, didn’t bring with it any evolutions when it reached its max level.
Rock Giant Form
Level: 100
Cost: 1,000 Mana Per Minute (200 with bonuses.)
Constitution: +500
+200% Constitution
No Dexterity Penalty
Special Abilities: Stone Skin, Hammer Fist, Boulder Throw
Caster’s Height and Mass are doubled.
Stone Skin – Passive
Max Level:
 
What maxing it did was remove the Dexterity penalty and turned me in to a massive Constitution monster. My HP shot up by over 660,000 to 997,016. In some situations, it could make me more invincible than even Silver Slime. I only wished that I’d had it back during my first visit to the Belly. Bashing thousands of mobs as a mobile rock-monster just sounded like a lot of fun.
My remaining forms didn’t max out as the lesser ones did. I’d gained two new Forms in the last week or so. Livisht, which I renamed to Scorc, didn’t level at all. Just like my Bat Form that I’d stolen from Lord Darius, it had a basic cost to cast and I could take its form, but it didn’t have the ability to advance. Its main benefit was to make me look as disturbing as possible while its scorpion stinger had a Piercing Strike ability with 100 poison damage over 10 seconds and the ability to Numb Muscle. Just as it sounded, Numb Muscle left whatever muscle my scorpion stinger hit in a numbed state. Underwater Treasure Serpent Form could only be cast underwater, which didn’t make a lot of sense. I had fought them on land… I didn’t even bother with it. Werewolf, Hell Hound, and Minotaur Forms didn’t cost much more than the others, but once I reached level 95, they slowed to a crawl. If I spend an extra week working on them I could have probably maxed them all, but I’d already found something that was far better than what their possible evolutions could offer—at least in the short term.
Werewolf Form now gave me close to +1,000 to Strength, Dexterity, and Constitution and the Intelligence and Wisdom debuffs were removed around level 50. It didn’t scale as well as Incubus or Minotaur did, but the regeneration rate was even better than my Light Surgeon Form. Hell Hound also didn’t scale that well, but the addition of nearly 2,000 Dexterity, Turn Up the Heat, and running on all fours made it an exceptional Traveling Form. One that I could sustain indefinitely. I hoped both would evolve when they reached level 100 and make them even more useful.
My Minotaur Form was the only other one that scaled with my stats and was starting to give Crimson Incubus From a run for its money.
Minotaur Form
Level: 95
Cost: 5,750 Mana Per Minute (1,150 with buffs)
Strength: +1 for every Character Level, +95% Strength
Dexterity: +1 for every Character Level, +95% Dexterity
Constitution: +1 for every Character Level, +95% Constitution
Special Abilities: Magic Resistance, Wild Bull
Magic Resistance: 
Level 1
5% Damage Resistance to every School of Magic 
Wild Bull: Pushes past any mind-affecting status effects and allow you to continue your attack.
Note: This puts you in a state of auto attack if you lose consciousness. Target picked at random. If you regain consciousness the attack stops immediately.
Next Level:
Cost: 5,600 Mana Per Minute (1,120 with buffs)
+1% Strength
+1% Dexterity
+1% Constitution
 
I needed to level up Magic Resistance, Minotaur Form’s Special Ability, but that would have to wait. Not forever, because the +1 to Strength, Dexterity, and Constitution for every character level made it scale better than anything I had—even Primordial Cat Form once I was a high enough level. When it did reach level 100, if it didn’t evolve, it would likely still become the foundation for my Ultimate Form. The scaling was that overpowered.
I’d only experienced the highest density of mana a couple times since entering the Underworld. Lord Darius had had it. The Head Mistress and Xaphan had it. And Mistress Nava had it. Through Mana Sight, it appeared liquid in form and of the richest possible quality. The difference between those monsters hadn’t been in mana quality, but in quantity. It was in a small cavern that Aeris and I reached through a side tunnel where I tasted such quality for the first time myself. All my work with my Forms and Light Magic Buffs had led to this moment. I pushed everything to the pinnacle of what I was capable of and found myself enraptured in its essence.
On the other side of the room, a tight sphere of air spun in upon itself so quickly that it made it look as solid as physical silver. It was Aeris in Wisp Form combating the aura of my current state. The heat and fumes didn’t faze her even if they were deadly for a normal person. 
She’d been using my auras while I was leveling my Forms for her own experimentation. Her mastery of wind had surpassed what I’d have originally considered natural. She could compress herself into a solid state or spread herself so thin she was like the air itself. She could create heat through rapid motion or cool the room with a gentle breeze. Her Wisp Form was incredible.
I’d tried to use Force Learn to acquire her True Forms for my own, but I found it impossible. It left me wondering if they were unavailable because she was originally human... Not that I was sure that she could still be considered one. Either way, hers were the first forms that I wasn’t able to steal. There were also the Skeleton and Zombie ‘Forms’ from the Head Mistress’s Dungeon, but they were considered summons which I also couldn’t take as my own.
It was a real shame, because in some ways her current abilities now surpassed my own. That didn’t mean she’d be able to defeat Mistress Nava. But, in my current state, at max power, there was a sliver of hope.
I finished my calculations for how long I could last in this state and cut the supply of mana. I slowly reverted to my human form, before transforming to Solar Mage. It cut off my overwhelming Light Magic presence for the first time since we set out to draw Mistress Nava from Sanctuary.
Aeris appeared before me still in Wisp Form. She exited her spinning maneuver so quickly that the room shook. She didn’t seem to notice. I’d also grown accustomed to the blasts from her constant breaking of the sound barrier.
She was staring at me, or through me, and was quiet for a long time. I didn’t say anything either because my last transformation had left me just as shaky.
I was the first one to break the silence. “Do you think it will be enough?”
Shaking her head, she found it difficult to answer but eventually found her voice. “I don’t know.”
“When we fight Mistress Nava, I don’t think the others should be anywhere near the fight. I don’t want to hurt them.”
“Agreed. What if it’s not enough?”
“We have one final weapon, if we can build it...”
A grin came to her face and fled just as quickly as it arrived. “Let’s go home.”
We contacted Richard and gave him the news. The landmark cavern we’d been looking for was only about a mile away. We’d poked our heads in to see a couple hundred mobs in the area, but nothing of high enough level to go after. There were a few areas like this that I’d been keeping track of that I’d inform Richard about for his maps. I also was thinking of Mel in case he wanted to send some of his minions out for some quick experience. I’d promised him I’d look out for a place he could do some additional hunting. There were four mini-bellies that he could take advantage of now. The only drawback was that at least two of them were near the end of the false trail we’d created for Mistress Nava. At least his Dark Magic wouldn’t draw the same kind of attention my magic would.
Before heading out, we contacted Master Khaba one final time to get an update. There was still no sign of Mistress Nava or any scouts she might have sent.
Traveling as a Solar Mage restricted me to my feet, but the 100% running buff made me nearly as fast as Hell Hound. The fact that I was running on two legs was even more impressive. A final spell that I had maxed was also helping me keep my balance. Tail Regrowth had changed. 
Tail Equilibrium
Full manipulation of your tail is now at your disposal. Materials available depend upon your race and what is physically available to you from inside your body. As long as it is a part of your person, you can use any material to develop the perfect waggle.
 
I’d decided on a tail that was six feet long because it seemed to be the best for balance. In my Solar Mage state, I just let it take on the characteristics of light, giving me a Light Tentacle of sorts that I imagined would be as powerful as a Lightsaber if I focused enough mana.
As we ran, I lashed at the side of the cave. Without any additional mana, it bounced against the rock like a beam of light. Cranking up the amount of mana, I was able to test it. Just like Laser, at around 5,000 Mana Per Minute, it hit the sweet spot. 
Lashing the wall again, this time my tail sunk into it like a blowtorch to a bar of dark chocolate.
Noticing I’d slowed down, Aeris appeared over me, observed my tail slashing into the wall, and sent a burst of wind smacking into my rear end to propel me forward with a jerk. 
She sang at me in her high-pitched whistle. “Hurry up, slowpoke. Training’s over. I want a homecooked meal. Don’t make me push you all the way home.”
“I apologize for the inconvenience,” I replied.
She responded by sticking out an airy little tongue before laughing and sending another burst of wind—this one to the back of my head.
Wide eyed, I launched myself at her, only to be left in her dust. Chasing her was a sure way to grow in humility fast, but I did so regardless since she always got a kick out of it. We were both as giddy as a couple of school kids heading home for some chocolate ice cream. Chocolate, my friend. I’ve missed you… 
Note to self. If there are cocoa beans in the Underworld, I need to find them, plant them, and create mountains of chocolate. With large quantities of chocolate and bacon, even Mistress Nava couldn’t stay angry forever.
 



Chapter 20 – Home Sweet Home
No one was at the Outer Perimeter to meet us as they had been on our return from our last trip, so we headed toward the Bridge. A dozen rooms later, we reached the last one before the Middle Perimeter and it was still empty of people—including those that should have been here to intercept any mobs that were being attracted by our Dungeon Aura. Turning the corner to enter the Bridge, I heard hushed voices just on the other side of the wall waiting. Even though I expected it, when I saw all of Sanctuary there waiting for us, my chest tightened and I couldn’t help but grin.
They shouted together to welcome us.
It shouldn’t have been possible to feel emotions in the same way for my chest wasn’t flesh and blood but made of light and energy in this state. The swelling of my eyes was a sensation I also felt, even if it was impossible for me to shed tears.
Russ was with Olivia on the left with Travis and Kylie. Across from them was Audrey and Skyler with the transformed Clarissa. She wasn’t a rock lady as I’d imagined, but the tone of her skin had changed. It wasn’t dark in complexion, but closer to a light tan mixed with the grey tint of limestone. Her blond hair was the biggest change. It was metallic platinum and thicker than before. She had it tied back to keep it under control. I gave her a big grin, but she had the same response as those that hadn’t seen us yet in our new forms. Everyone was piled in behind those in the front and just as surprised.
Aeris quickly reverted to her Sprite Form to help reassure everyone it was us. I didn’t currently have the option. Might as well inform them now. “Hey everyone! We’re really excited to finally be home. I can’t use my human form in Sanctuary because my Light Magic would give us away. This form focuses on the energy aspect of Light Magic which reduces the amount of Life Force I’m using. In other words, this Solar Form makes me harder to track.”
“Don’t be so modest, dude,” Skyler said. “You’re the first of us to go Super Saiyan. Own it!”
I was left mouthing clarification. The laughter was too loud for anyone to hear me anyway, so I stopped trying to explain.
We were soon crowded by everyone wanting to greet us up close and to see what my Solar Form felt like. Aeris was accommodating enough to change back to her Wisp Form as well.
Even if I wanted to feel Olivia’s bark-like armor or rub a few strands of Clarissa’s hair between my finger, I couldn’t feel them in any normal way while in my Solar Mage Form.
“Lunchtime!” Richard yelled from the other side of the Bridge. His words smacked me in the face with the sonic wave empowering them. It seemed no one was going to be left the same.
My reanimated golem of wind and fire, Firaestus, stood off to the side. His head almost reached the stone of the second floor. I waved as we passed, and he stood there as uncaring as ever. Clarissa had repaired the room, leaving it in just as good condition as it was before our fight with the minotaurs.
Mel was the only one to stay behind. He stood there with his arms crossed in black gear from neck to foot and his red hair half standing on end. I saw the strands of dark magic reaching out from his fingers into the Outer Perimeter. With a final tap of his fingers against the back of his arms, he was done commanding his minions into place as guards and then hurried to catch up.
Russ and Travis were chatting my ears off when he reached us. Travis stepped aside to let Mel stand next to me. I told the three of them about the mini-bellies we’d found. More directly, I let Mel know that Richard had their locations ready.
I waited for Zorik to join us before I took my first bite of stew. The pork was running low and George would wait a week before we slaughtered another cave swine. He had most of the sows pregnant and wanted to make sure he kept enough of the boars alive long enough to limit inbreeding as much as he could. We had no idea which of the swine were the most closely related, so he did the best he could. He’d already claimed two additional halls for the new litter and had them cleared out.
Everyone sat close together at five round tables right in front of the kitchen. The grumpy dwarf was there stuffing himself, but instead of sitting alone, Russ was next to him and they were discussing blacksmithing. A dwarf that was giving advice for free? Either he was starting to feel like the freeloader he was, or Russ had worked out some deal with him.
I didn’t do much talking, but a lot of listening. There was still plenty of anxiety to go around, but everyone was in a cheerful enough mood to be a little too loud for polite company. They laughed easily, argued, and were quick to let things go—even the shiest among us, Lydia, was in deep conversation about killing giant spiders. Chris sat next to her with an ever-present grin, not saying much, but content.
“So, you have plans for building a weapon?” Skyler said from his place across the table. The closest conversations stopped as everyone wanted to listen in.
I’d already told my lead group the basic plan, and construction had already begun while Aeris and I were gone. The materials we’d stripped from the Wraith’s Tomb were already here but putting the machine together hadn’t yet begun. “Yup. One that stores some of the energy collected by our dungeon and directs it.”
“Like a death ray, or beam cannon?”
“Yes, actually.”
“How powerful are we talking?”
“I’m not sure. The Wraith used a number of mana batteries to store excess mana he collected that his tomb didn’t need to sustain itself. He powered his massive vault doors with it, a spirit projector, and four elemental pillars. Each pillar summoned a Master Elemental and the vault had enough power behind it to make a full-sized projection of himself into a physical state that was arguably more powerful than Waldemar and Lady Contessa combined. Then the elemental pillars gave him additional mana and access to their elements.… It was an insane amount of power and he didn’t even use it all at once.”
“And I suspect you want to try? To use it all at once…” Audrey said, looking from me to Skyler as if she wasn’t surprised.
I answered with a grin.
“And how are you going to get Mistress Nava to stand still so that you can shoot her with it?”
“Glue. I was going to ask Lydia if she can make us glue strong enough to hold a Mistress-level monster.”
Audrey gave me the stare of death. The red in her irises from her Fire Magic seemed to come alive. “You’re as obnoxious as ever, Mr. Glowstick.” A smile slipped through beneath her glare. 
We all shared a laugh.
“I’m actually still working on that part of the plan,” I had to admit.
“Don’t worry about it,” she replied. “You can turn into an Incubus, right? Just do that and tell her you’ll become her new pet. Then, when she comes up to kiss you, or eat you, or whatever Mistresses do, shoot her in the back. If you let Aeris hold the trigger then there’s no chance that we’ll miss.”
Glancing at Aeris out of the corner of my eye, I saw her in her Wind Sprite Form and could have sworn she had gone paler than normal.
Seeing movement across the table, I turned and saw Skyler’s face. He was trying to hold back his laughter and was about to blow. He’d already held his breath too long. Gasping for air, he cackled like a hyperventilating walrus.
Audrey cringed, but didn’t hold back her follow up snicker. They were opposites in so many ways that it made them adorable together. He was large and goofy like a lovable mutt, and she was tiny and clever like a cat—maybe a demon cat.
Conversations continued well after everyone was finished eating. It turned into a small holiday of sorts and everyone seemed thankful for the break. I didn’t need to remind everyone that we needed to get back to work. A few hours later, the party was over. It was over too quickly.
 
***
 
Stopping at Lydia’s, Aeris and I unloaded all the things we’d found for her. Some of the stuff, like the three-fingered mushrooms, she’d asked for. But other things, like the yellow flowers with red clam-like shells in their centers, we’d picked just because we thought they looked neat and that she might find some use for them.
Speaking of the last flower, Lydia seemed to have a basic idea of what it was. “This is an Enigma Bud. It’s a seed that can become any number of different things, depending on what it eats. When it falls from the flower it will roll around and eat anything it comes in contact with. After it’s had its fill, it buries itself and begins to grow...”
“Is that good?” Aeris said, growing concerned as Lydia placed it close to her face so that she could get a closer look at it. It was only two inches from her nose.
“Maybe. I’ll have to research what to feed it. I’ve only read about them in passing.”
We left her there to study it. I had to remind Aeris I could grow back Lydia’s nose if I had to before she would leave.
When we stopped by Russ’s, he had news. Standing shirtless and dripping with sweat, his apron was folded down over the front of his trousers. He held up a very basic looking iron club. Its handle wasn’t even wrapped in leather.
“What is it?” I said, knowing it had to be a big deal despite its unpolished look.
“I figured it out,” he said proudly. “It’s a lesser version of Waldemar’s axe, but this one only adds +1 damage for every 25 points in Strength. It isn’t much, but my experiment was a success.” He tossed it to me.
I snagged it from the air. There was still enough physicality to my form to allow me to wield it. My Strength was basically cut by 70% in Solar Form, but after a few practice swings I could feel the club’s energy interacting with my own. “It feels like it’s swinging itself.”
“That’s not entirely inaccurate. When wielded, it feeds off the force you use and pushes against anything that resists its momentum. It somehow forms a connection with the wielder, so you are the only thing it doesn’t resist.”
“That’s incredible.”
“It really is.”
Bummed about having to pull him away from his pet project, I brought up the reason for our visit. “You ready to get to work on the… You know.” We hadn’t come up with what to call it officially and I didn’t want to use one of the names we’d been throwing around.
“Mana Blaster? Oh am I ever.”
I smiled through my wince. “Great. We’re heading over to get Clarissa next. Meet you there?”
“I’ll be there.”
 
***
 
We found Clarissa working in the Pits. What had been little more than a giant chamber with a stone path down the middle and two deep, waterless moats to either side, was now a nearly finished kill box. There were two levels along the sides of the room that were cut off from the middle walkway except for a path on the side closest to the Inner Perimeter. The bottom floor had been there originally, but the second floor was entirely Clarissa’s doing. Both had walls with numerous portholes for firing magic and projectiles.
Confident enough that my Crimson Incubus wings wouldn’t give away our position, I cast them. Solar Mage made me weigh very little, so it took almost nothing to lift myself into the air where Aeris was waiting for me. We made it to the center of the room, just above the second story, and admired the Earth Mage’s work. I began spinning to get a full picture of what she’d accomplished.
Quake, my other guardian golem, was sitting Indian-style at the bottom of one of the pits, waiting for something to happen. He didn’t need entertainment or anything to pass the time, but I still felt pity for his state of existence. It was—boring.
The wall of the first and second floor reached to the bottom of the second floor and then shot up from there all the way to the ceiling. It was many stories up. Clarissa had outdone herself. It was closer to the Inner Perimeter where she was still finishing up. The wall wasn’t complete in the last quarter of the room on the left side if you were facing the Outer Perimeter. It was smart to leave it for last. If we were attacked before she finished, the enemy would have to make it most of the way through the room before they could get access to anyone that was lacking cover.
Our platinum-haired Earth Mage saw us and waved before heading down the stairs. We lost sight of her as she disappeared behind the wall of the first floor. She reappeared at the inner entrance of the room.
I followed Aeris as she swooped down, and dropped my wings when we were a meter off the ground. Landing in a run, I slowed as we reached Clarissa and came to a stop.
She held up her hand in an awkward greeting.
“Great job,” Aeris said.
I echoed her approval. “It’s perfect.”
Sheepish as ever, Clarissa's eyes shot to the ground. She was still smiling, though. “So, you’re ready to see what we’ve done so far?” she said, changing the subject.
She led the way back into the Inner Perimeter. We’d already seen the closet-sized space she’d cleared out in the first room facing the entrance of the Pits. As we walked up, Khun appeared in the opening in his ghostly purple. He was still dressed like a pirate—captain’s hat and all.
“Master,” he said, bowing his head.
“Hello, Khun. What do you think of the mana machines I’ve brought you?” I replied.
“They’re incredible. Especially the mana batteries. I’ve been able to create diagrams of every part and I can create duplicates with enough DP.”
“Outstanding. What’s our current DP?”
“69,600.”
So we’d gained about 39,600 while we were gone for nine days, or 4,400 a day. Our Max was 140,000.
“Alright. Before we get started, what options do we have for the first problem?” I said, addressing Russ, Clarissa, and Khun who had been working on it for a week.
“The first problem is how can we gather enough energy to construct and charge the mana batteries,” Khun said but left the answer up in the air.
Russ and Audrey shared a look. She nudged him to explain. “The first thing we could do is upgrade Khun’s Mana Refinement. We’d only need to wait three days to have the 80,000 DP to Rank it up to Rank D. That would earn us 8,800 a day. Even then, Khun has estimated each mana battery would hold 100 DP worth of mana and we have 8 batteries.”
“What does 100 DP of mana translate to?” I said, looking at Khun.
“This is a rough estimate because there is mana loss from inefficiencies as DP is used,” he said, hesitant to go on. Seeing us all waiting, he continued, “But in a practical sense, 100 DP equals 1,000,000 MP.”
Russ gave a long whistle.
I cranked up Mana Sight so that I could do some quick thinking and keep the others from having to wait on me. Somehow, we needed to figure out a way to fill 8 mana batteries with a total of 800 DP, or 8,000,000 MP as quickly as we could. At our current rate, even if we upgraded Khun’s Mana Refinement, it would take two and a half years. Twice that at our current rate.
“Then upgrading our Mana Refinement won’t do,” I said, seeing Khun’s disappointment. “What are our other options?”
“We cheat,” Clarissa said in all seriousness.
“Good answer. What do you have in mind?”
“We have no idea if it’s going to work, but the plan is to connect the batteries directly to Khun and have him form new mana channels so that all of the mana Sanctuary is gathering can be pushed into the batteries all at once,” Russ said. “The problem is that if the mana flow stops for even a second, the structural soundness of Sanctuary could fracture. The ceilings could literally fall down on our heads. Such a surge of mana could also fry the batteries.”
“How much mana are we talking about here?”
Everyone turned to Khun.
He was waiting with the answer. “It takes 3,870 DP a second for Sanctuary to sustain itself.”
It was as if everyone lost the ability to breathe. That meant 38,700,000 MP a second flowed through our dungeon to keep it in one piece. I suddenly understood Khun’s frustration with his low rank. He had all that power at his fingertips, and he wasn’t capable of tapping into it—yet.
“Trying to flood the batteries with that much mana would certainly fry them and probably blow us up before the ceilings had a chance to fall,” Aeris said.
There had to be options. “Can we just use a fraction of that?”
“Yeah. Like just from the Outer Perimeter” Russ added.
“You could,” Khun replied, “but doing so would endanger the entire area and possible trap everyone inside. There is another option.” Taking a deep needless breath, he continued, “If the Maze had its walls and ceilings reinforced, you could use the mana catch for that room to charge the batteries. It generates 86 DP a second. Even then it would only last seconds.”
There was a disconnect. “If it was reinforced, why wouldn’t it last longer?”
“The only way the Mana Catch would hold without cracking is if the reinforcement was perfect. In order to do that, the entire room would have to be filled in with stone. But even the hardest rock would be compressed under the pressure. If the Mana Catch cracks, it will have to be repaired before you could use it again.”
I turned to Clarissa. She was already trying to come up with a solution. I could see it in her face. When she noticed I was looking at her, she squirmed a little under my gaze, but ultimately looked me in the eye. “If we reinforce the Maze, it may last long enough to charge the batteries, but we could lose that Mana Catch in the process. But if we could find a way to reinforce it for good, we would have a way of quickly charging our DP.”
Khun was quick to answer. “That is correct, Master, but—”
“How long would it take you to fill the Maze with rock?”
“Give me a day,” Clarissa replied.
I raised my brow in question.
“Moving large quantities of rock is easier than precision work.”
“Do you think you can find a way to reinforce it for good?”
“I’ll have to study rock in the surrounding area that isn’t reinforced by the dungeon, but there is a good possibility.”
“Good. Do your best,” I said, turning to the dungeon spirit. “Khun. Look for a way to salvage the Mana Catch even if it does fracture. Maybe segment it out.”
He nodded that he would.
“Okay. Have we figured out the Mana Converter?” I said, looking to Russ. “Can we convert the Ice, Wind, and Nature elements in the surrounding earth to the other five elements, since each of our batteries stores a different element?”
“Yeah. That’s the easy part,” Russ said, holding up his hand as if to slow us down. “But it has the same problem as the batteries. It could blow with too much mana all at once. The converter could blow. The batteries could blow. The lens could even melt when the mana reaches it.”
Perhaps this was impossible. Or maybe we could use a small area of the Outer Perimeter so that it was much less DP per second.
As everyone was trying to think of a solution, Russ spoke up. “I guess I could tell you guys how I’m going to fix it.”
“What?” we all said at once.
He seemed awfully pleased with himself. “Okay. Okay. Just imagine the biggest club you’ve ever seen. Not a dance club, but the kind you bash a skeleton over the head with…”
 
***
 
An hour later, I found myself pushing Light Magic into the dirt to replenish our dwindling crop. The seeds we used had been taken from the Light Magic infused wheat that I’d grown before I left to face the Wraith. My mind was as far from what I was doing as could be.
I wanted to awaken the Wraith and ask his opinion on our plan, but that would cost DP that we couldn’t waste. Khun would need it for creating new mana channels and possible recreating a mana machine or two for our mana cannon project.
There were so many things that could go wrong. Its complexity complicated every step. We’d discussed just sending a full second of DP straight to the lens of the Spirit Projector, but that was almost guaranteed to end in disaster. Because it was designed for the 8 batteries, it was reasonable that it was able to handle a maximum of 8,000,000 mana per second. Probably less. If we tried to flood it with ten times that… No, that wasn’t an option. The plan to send all 8,000,000 MP at once to fire it at Mistress Nava was already a risk. Who knew how much damage that much mana could cause? 
Hopefully enough to kill the old hag.
At least Russ seemed confident that he could add a limiter just before it reached the mana converters.
When Audrey had joked that Aeris should be the one to pull the trigger, she’d been on to something, but not for the same reason she gave. Besides myself, Aeris was probably the only one that could survive an explosion if something went wrong.
I’d thought Khun would be more excited about the plan, even if it could fail in a number of ways. He was about to get an additional 800 DP in storage and yet he was more worried about the loss of the Maze. If Clarissa found a way to reinforce the room indefinitely, then it was possible he could also get a huge jump in power. He’d likely jump up multiple ranks. Maybe he just didn’t like people messing with his dungeon. It was quite literally his body after all.
There wasn’t much for me to do besides giving Russ and Clarissa support. I would have to rely on them and prepare myself for when they accomplished the impossible. Either way, Mistress Nava wouldn’t be delayed forever. She, or some new minions of hers, would come looking. I had some planning to do.
 



Chapter 21 – Sad Face
Taking a turn at watch in the Master’s Chamber, Khun and I were left alone when Aeris went to play around in the Outer Perimeter with whatever mobs decided to show up.
It had become very easy for some of our people to manage this level of monster, even when they came in vast numbers. Mel’s minions now numbered in the hundreds and could make short work of just about any horde under level 1,000. His captains were capable of even more. He really did need a place to continue to grow though. He was quickly outgrowing Sanctuary, and sadly, we weren’t going to be able to upgrade the dungeon aura in the immediate future. 
Olivia was nearly as proficient as he was now that she had reached Master Rank in Nature magic. I was watching a level 800 beetle investigate the room before her living plant traps. It was still a full room away when four sticky vines shot toward it, gained a solid hold, and hauled it across the room into the jaws of a dozen hungry plants. She could have spread out her territory to include most of the Outer Perimeter, but instead she left room for the others to get kills.
Those two were the most impressive because they could just set their minions and leave them be to do all the work.
I turned my attention to our dungeon spirit. “Khun, I wanted to ask you…”
“Yes, Master?” he replied, giving me his full attention from his place above the pedestal. He was capable of moving around Sanctuary now but seemed more comfortable here in his original setting—and seat, if you counted it as sitting. His bottom half disappeared when he took to the platform that held our Mana Orbs.
“If we join the batteries to you, that will give you an additional 800 DP of storage, correct?”
“It will,” he replied, bowing his head.
“Then I need you to explain something to me. Be honest. Every time we have upgraded Sanctuary, you’ve been more than excited. What’s different this time?”
It was unlike him to have nothing to say, but he was silent for a long while before answering. It was like the human, or monster, side of him was overriding his current status as a dungeon spirit. Eventually, he answered though. “I’ve had many masters over the centuries, but a dungeon spirit never forgets their first. He was a lesser dark elf lord who had set off on his own with his family to get away from the politics of his people. He had a rather large family. There were just over two hundred aunts and uncles, brothers and sisters, and numerous cousins with him.
“The Maze wasn’t designed to keep intruders out. It was designed to entertain a child. Jala was the name of his six-year-old daughter. She would play in the maze for hours. Sometimes with her cousins and sometimes alone. I would change its layout many times a day…”
I watched Khun’s features as he told his story. It was as if he was a living being and not a dungeon spirit at all. I didn’t trust him, even now, but I couldn’t think of a reason he would make something like this up. “What happened to them?”
“The succubi have never liked having neighbors close by. They sent an undead army that killed most, including my master, and captured some. Jala hid with a few of her younger cousins but left a few days after the attack to try to return to their original homeland.”
“So, she could be alive?”
“That’s highly unlikely. Dark Elves are a lot like humans in that they are fragile in their youth. She was abnormally cunning, but I doubt she could survive such a trip without any adult supervision.”
“I’m sorry it ended up that way, and now we’re talking about removing your reminder of her.”
“Master, no. My purpose is to serve and not hinder your plans. Ignore me, please.”
“Says who? You do miss Jala, right?”
“Of course not. I don’t feel.”
“Liar.” Leaning back where I stood, I glanced up. An idea came to mind. “Do you remember what she looks like?”
“Yes.”
“Can you make more murals at will?”
Crossing his arms over his chest, he narrowed his eyes. “Yes.”
“Then you have my permission to decorate the lower walls here with any memories you’d like.”
“I cannot, sir. That goes against my purpose.”
“Then I command you to do it.” I wasn’t exactly sure why, but it seemed appropriate that I should give him some privacy.
For the second time in recent memory he became abnormally silent. As I exited the room, I turned and added, “Oh, and Khun.”
He looked up from his contemplation.
“Nothing gruesome. No battles, or assassinations at all for that matter. We get enough of that without having to be constantly reminded. And nothing sensual. I look forward to seeing what Jala looks like.” I purposely used present tense even though there was no possible way he’d know what she’d look like now. That was hundreds of years ago when she lived here, and I didn’t even know if dark elves lived that long. I wasn’t sure he could imagine in the same way we could, but if he remembered her, and reminisced about playing with her, then I thought it was likely. There was no reason he shouldn’t imagine her alive now and dream of one day seeing her again. Hopefully while we were still alive and not trying to kill her or the other way around.
 
***
 
I was staring at a six-foot-long cylinder of metal that had trace amounts of Earth Mana running through its structure. It was as wide as my waist. “So this is what’s going to make everything work?”
“Yup!” Russ replied, rapping his knuckles on the top of it. It was lying on his workbench. “It’s basically a giant mana resister.”
“A resister like those used in electronics?”
“Exactly.” He flexed his chest and abs as if that explained it all.
“Dude. Olivia isn’t here. Save your sweaty show for later.”
He turned his head from side to side to confirm that she wasn’t. “You never know when she might be watching. She might have some kind of spy plant that is so small you can’t see it with the naked eye…”
“Really?”
He shrugged. “No. I’m just slightly embarrassed so I made up something ridiculous.”
“Okay... Are you sure this is going to work?” I said, brushing past his quirkiness and returning to the problem at hand.
“Yeah, man. It’s Ohm’s Law.”
“Ohm’s Law applies to mana?”
“Sort of. The math is different, and each element requires a different equation. The idea is the same though. The Ice, Wind, and Nature Mana will flow from the Maze’s mana catch and hit this beauty. It’s steel mixed with Quagate, which has a high melting point and will naturally resist the other elements. Mana will flow through it, but the voltage will be greatly reduced. It should allow the rest of the system to charge the batteries without frying it.”
“You’ve figured out the math?”
“Yes and no. It’s impossible to know how much of each element will flood the system, so…”
“So you’re eyeballing it?”
“It’s an educated eyeballing.”
I tried rubbing the tension from my brow. I didn’t need to sleep so why was I suddenly feeling like I needed to rest. “Let’s say it does work. Aren’t resisters designed to break?”
He was nodding but patted the one on the table like it was an exception. “Some are designed to, yes. This should allow the amount of mana we need to pass through and convert the rest to heat. But it’s not going to break.”
“You can guarantee that?”
“No. But Trevon can.”
Our Ice Mage? “Wait. That means you need to place this where someone can get to it?”
“Yup. Clarissa already has it in her design.” He flexed again, just to mess with me.
“Where’s Trevon now?”
“He’s close to mastering, so he’s practicing in the Bridge.”
“Thanks, Russ.”
“Chest bump?” Seeing the look on my face he started cracking up. “I’ll see you later, man.”
“Keep it up.”
“You know it.”
 
***
 
Standing on the second floor overlooking the bridge and the deep pit that ran beneath it, Trevon had given up his monk-like gear for a crimson scalemail over long brown robes. He still wore his ruby amulet around his neck, but the colors he wore clashed. It was completely unlike how he’d dressed while we were still in the Head Mistress’s dungeon. Once the most stylish among us, his gear now spoke of the change louder than words. The scalemail would guard against Fire Magic and melee blows, while the brown robe with its Earth Magic thread would add extra protection against anything physical. Without looking at their specs, I assumed they offered stat or mana bonuses. Even his physical appearance was affected. He’d removed his cornrows and now kept a short afro that I imagined was more comfortable under his helmet when he wore it.
I’d snuck past Khun while he was working on his new mural. I suspected he knew I was there, but he’d been sitting on his platform in the Master’s Chamber just staring at the wall when I was passing through so I didn’t interrupt him.
Stopping at the entrance of the Bridge, I watched Trevon as he prepared to cast. Ice Magic flowed from his hands in a great stream. As if it hit a stone wall in the middle of the room where there was nothing but air, ice exploded out in a star of ice crystals. Once it was the size of a house, its growth stopped, but he continued to hold it there. Its sheer size was larger than the glacier defense that the vampire Lord Darius had used against the Head Mistress. It wasn’t as dense with mana, but it was just as impressive. He could have taken out half the minotaurs with such a spell and he wasn’t even at master rank yet.
He was only able to hold the spell for about thirty seconds before it shattered and began to dissipate into mana dust. It was only a few seconds before there was no longer a trace of any ice magic left.
I scaled the stairs and joined him on the second floor. It was impossible for him to miss me as I was glowing like a man-sized flare. I had my skeletal armor up to my collar, but my head still blared like a lit match.
“Yo!” he called out. He shifted from one foot to the other while breathing heavily. The exercise was taking a great deal of his mana. I gave him a light heal.
“I appreciate it,” he said, relaxing a bit.
“Of course,” I replied. “I can do a bit better than that.” It took more mana to cast because I was in my Solar Mage Form, but an Advanced Mind Buff didn’t take nearly as much mana as it used to, especially when I wasn’t channeling additional MP into it to multiply its effects. It should give him an additional 300 Intelligence and Wisdom to play with while he was power leveling. 
Unexpectedly, there was an immediate change. It wasn’t a true form transformation, but the density of his mana looked like it had been purified or condensed.
His eyes went wide as he quickly brought up his character sheet. A moment later, he turned to me. He didn’t have to say anything. It was obvious he’d reached 1,000 in both Wisdom and Intelligence with the buff.
“Meditate and recover,” I said. “We’ll see what you can do in a few minutes.” 
When he was finished and returning to his feet, he looked concerned. “What if someone walks in?”
“Good point. Richard,” I said.
“Yes?” he replied through his communication magic even though he wasn’t there with us.
“Send out an announcement that no one should enter the Bridge until a follow-up announcement is made.”
“You got it.”
After the announcement went out, I turned back to Trevon and gave him a nod.
“Thank you.” He grinned.
Walking to the edge of the second-floor platform, he set his gaze on the middle of the room. Tapping his chin, he made a quick calculation before extending both arms. His mana began to flow.
A great spike-filled ball of ice burst forth in the air. It reached its original size in a snap but didn’t stop there. Trevon seemed to be ready for this, for his arms spread wide and masses of ice grew out both sides until it neared the size of a battleship—filling the room from one end to the other. He held the mountain of ice in place, but there was one thing he hadn’t accounted for. It wasn’t done growing. A dozen-odd spikes of ice were heading right for him.
He was already stretched thin holding the incredible spell in place. It didn’t seem like he’d get out of the way in time.
A wall of bone shot up from the ground like a mother’s wing to protect her chicks. It knocked Trevon back, while blunting the ice, only to be pierced like a knife through the shell of an egg. Not holding back. I funneled 100,000 MP into Laser and, with a quick swipe of my finger, severed the ice spikes at the root. Like a katana to the top quarter of a watermelon, the entire side of the glacier was severed, sending a couple tons of ice falling toward the floor. Before it hit, the entire structure of ice began to crumble, and it dissolved into a mist of mana that filled the whole of the room.
“Oops,” Trevon said from his backside. “I thought that would go a bit differently. The good news is that my Ice Magic is now level 99. Yeah, baby!”
I offered him my hand while shaking my head. “That was a big oops.”
He smirked when he was back on his feet. “Don’t play with frost, if you can’t handle the bite.”
“Uh, yeah. Again?”
“I’m frosty. Let’s do this!”
 



Chapter 22 – Buff
There was no reason for Trevon to remain the only person to take advantage of my buffs. Catching my attention as she entered the room, the orange of Audrey’s bracers matched the glow of her eyes. She joined Trevon and me as he was meditating. Skyler had entered with her, but he didn’t join us on the second floor of the Bridge. Waving, he began to stretch.
“What’s he doing?” I said after Audrey greeted us.
“He’s always training for bonus stats,” she replied without even glancing in his direction.
Before I could say anything about it not being a good place to train, Skyler squatted down. Mana built up in his legs. Suddenly, he was airborne and rocketing toward the ceiling. As he neared it he slowed. Reaching up, he placed a single palm on the stone above him and began to fall back toward the ground.
“Jump squats,” Audrey said, now standing at my side and watching him as well.
I often forgot to credit our bashers with the abilities they now possessed. My stats were inflated because of my buffs and Drain ability, but that didn’t make him any less of a strength monster.
As Skyler fell to the floor, mana built up in his legs once again and he caught himself with a cushioned squat. Rebounding from the impact he launched himself back toward the ceiling without a second thought.
I turned back to her. “It’s probably a good idea to let him know that he isn’t jumping in a safe place.”
“Yeah. That would probably be the nice thing to do.” She chuckled, before calling out to him. “Hey, big guy. Move it.” Taking a step toward the ledge, she swung her arm like she was tossing a ball. A fireball the size of a volleyball shot toward his feet.
Skyler landed right before the fireball greeted him. It struck him square on the boot. He didn’t jump or flinch—only turned to look up at Audrey and waved that he’d heard her. He headed back toward the Inner Chamber.
Seeing the fireball do absolutely no damage to the earth-infused armor that Russ had made him, I wondered if I should be giving more consideration to my gear. I still doubted it could compare to my Fire Incubus armored skin but adding another layer couldn’t hurt. Although I wasn’t sure how his armor would handle my transformations.
Trevon was up from his Meditation and standing beside us before Audrey began training.
“What level is your Fire Magic?” I said.
She frowned. “94. It’s leveling slower than everyone else’s.” 
Tossing her an Advanced Mind Buff, I saw her eyes light up. It was the same for her as it had been for Trevon. There wasn’t much of a physical change as her Wisdom and Intelligence shot up to over 1,000, but the purity of her mana was on a whole other level.
Perhaps I should have had her test the extent of her powers before buffing her. In the excitement, she didn’t wait. Throwing out her hand, a jet stream of flames burst from it. Reaching the middle of the room in a split second, her flames stop there, but started to build upon each other and turned into an infernal cloud. Instead of her magic growing out of control, she kept it tight, compressing its flames into the smallest possible space.
Her flames continued to flow from her as she emptied her power into it. Instead of growing in size, the watermelon-sized orb seemed to devour all the flames she gave it. When she’d finished, her hand was closed tight in a fist and the orb shone like a small orange sun.
How it affected me in my Solar Mage state couldn’t compare to how it would affect a normal person, but even I could feel its heat. Turning to Trevon, I saw him straining. His fists were at his sides and just as tight as Audrey’s. Ice Magic covered his body as he fought the heat. He’d already turned away from looking directly at its light.
Audrey herself was hiding behind the very hand that was supplying the orb its power. Even if she was able to handle the heat, the light it created wasn’t something she had expected. She didn’t stop despite not being able to look directly at her spell. It had taken less than ten seconds for the orb to form, but she continued to hold it in place for more than a minute before collapsing to the floor. She wasn’t done. Her hand was still outstretched, and I knew immediately she was trying to keep the orb from exploding.
With Mana Sight at full power, I guessed that the orb had over 500,000 condensed MP. If it blew, it could destroy all the work that Clarissa had done in repairing the room, and then some. Not to mention, I had their safety to worry about. Mine as well. The blasted thing could probably kill me if I was caught unaware.
Fire Incubus Form took shape as I moved to place my wings between them and the explosion. This would take an even thicker bone shell to help protect us. I wasn’t sure if I could save them, especially Trevon, from the heat. I was about to activate Master Rejuvenation when I saw the intensity of the orb’s mana starting to dim.
Audrey was lifting her hand as she struggled to come to her feet. I wanted to help, but for some reason I stopped myself. It was a gamble, but she needed to know that she could handle this by herself. 
She rose up, and lifted her fist into the air, high overhead. As if throwing something to the ground, her fist dropped toward the floor and opened, releasing all pressure. It was as if she pulled the heat directly out of the orb. It fizzled out and was gone.
What should have been the end of a frightening situation proved to be only the beginning. There was a moment of peace, before Audrey caught fire. It wasn’t that some of her equipment was flammable and her magic had caused it to catch. Her equipment was actually the only thing about her that hadn’t gone up in flames.
“Get back!” I cried.
Trevon hesitated for a moment before doing as I said. He was still radiating cold as he had while fighting off Audrey’s heat.
I saw the change in the mana realm but couldn’t help but still be concerned. She’d been 6 levels from mastery, so I didn’t believe what I was seeing. Had she somehow drained the power she’d been filling the orb with?
“Audrey?” I said, not hiding my distress.
She didn’t answer with words, but her mana began to grow and refine itself.
I breathed a sigh of relief. That confirmed she wasn’t in any immediate danger. But how was this possible?
Shaking herself like she was fighting the shivers, Audrey turned around to face us. Her brown skin didn’t seem to have changed color, but, like a live coal, it glowed orange when the air hit it just right. Over every inch of her face and neck was a rolling layer of fire which certainly warmed her appearance in more ways than one. Her hair had been completely burned up. What had taken its place were a few inches of thick flames. It moved atop her head in an endless dance.
What was strange was that I didn’t feel as much heat coming off of her as I thought I should.
Crossing her arms over her chest, she inclined her brow which burst into expressive flares. With a flick of her wrist, she showed me her popup.
Congratulations!
You have reached the Master Rank in Fire Magic!
 
Jinn
True Form
Fire Magic is lauded for its ability to destroy, but it also possesses the ability to dazzle the eyes. Jinn are as misunderstood in the Underworld as they are on the surface world. This is primarily because of their rarity and the power of Illusion that they possess. Illusion Magic brings with it the power to deceive, but also the power to delight. It is a long hard path to master such magic, but it is only limited by your imagination.
 
Holding up her other hand, she snapped her fingers and the fire covering her body disappeared in an instant.
“This is so amazing!” she said, before squealing to herself in absolute glee. Even her hair had returned to normal. Throwing her arms in the air, she was inflamed once again.
Her popup remained where it was, so I continued to study it for another moment. Not only had she unlocked some kind of Illusion Magic, but her destructive ability was two times what it had been just a moment before. Remembering the danger of the orb she had dismissed, I had to admit that here was another person that could give me a serious challenge in Sanctuary. It was possible that she possessed the single most destructive ability among us.
“Seriously?!” Trevon said, daring to get closer. “You got six levels in one go? Of course I’m going to be the last person to master. Ice is slow, so Trevon is slow. I’m officially the weakest mage here.” He was looking up while shaking his head to himself.
Instead of consoling him, Audrey offered a challenge. “What are you going to do about it, ice boy?”
He looked down his nose at her, his mouth hanging open. “Oh no you didn’t!” Walking over to the ledge, he looked back at her with emboldened eyes. “Ice boy…” He snorted.
As I redirected my Advanced Mind Buff to him, he threw out both hands and mana exploded from them. Just as this spell reached the center of the room, he turned back and looked at us with a crazed expression on his face. Unlike last time when he tried to control his power, this time he unleashed all of it without any thought to his safety or ours.
 



Chapter 23 – Werewolf Hangout
Suffice it to say, even after hours of “making iced tea” as Trevon liked to call it, he still was unable to push into the Master Rank. He tried everything from condensing his Ice Magic to going as big as he could. I knew he was annoyed, but it just went to show how different each of us were. There were so many variables that it was impossible to know what made it possible for Audrey to surpass him in a single spell even though she had started 5 levels behind him. It had only been a day since he’d reached level 99. He really wasn’t that far behind.
That night, I stood with Travis as Clarissa walled him up. Tonight would be different from all other nights since he’d become a werewolf. I’d asked to be walled up with him.
“Good night!” Kylie called as blue and silver speckled rock rose up from the ground, blocking off the entrance to one of the halls of twenty rooms in the Living Quarters. 
Travis replied with his own gushy farewell.
I immediately noticed how Kylie’s mood had changed. This arrangement didn’t bother her as it once did. She was still spending a lot of time camped outside the entrance, but tonight she was actually going to sleep in her room and leave him to me. At least, that was what she’d said.
“You sure you want to do this?” Travis said.
I spun to see him take a seat on the ground with his back against the wall. He was shirtless with knee high shorts that were between khaki and brown in color. The rest of his gear he had inventoried. I almost laughed seeing his shorts. Was he trying to fit all the werewolf stereotypes?
“Don’t worry. I’m not going to let you eat me,” I replied.
“Not that. It gets boring just sitting here all night. I never sleep while transformed and you, well, don’t sleep anyways.”
“Fair point. I’ll just have Clarissa let me out if something comes up.”
“I doubt I’ll have the control to hold myself back.”
“Don’t worry. I have a tail.” With a flick, my current iteration of my tail cracked hard against the stone floor. It was nearly identical to one of my skeletal appendages. The advantage it had over an appendage was the mana cost. To achieve the exact same result it would cost nearly ten times more while using my old appendages. I could also summon more than one tail, so all the benefits of appendages were null and void. The only limit to my tails were that they had to be summoned from my tailbone region. There were some situations where appendages might still be of use.
“Uh. I’ll take your word for it. We have about five minutes before midnight, so feel free to make yourself comfortable. Sorry that there are no chairs. I have a tendency to destroy them when transformed.”
“It’s all good. How’s your leveling?”
“No complaints,” he said, holding out his character sheet for me to see.
Travis
Level: 463
Attributes
Strength: 303
Dexterity: 2,074
Constitution: 364
Intelligence: 104
Wisdom: 102
 
“Oh wow. You’ve been busy,” I said, whistling. He was one of the highest level bashers we had. It was no surprise really. He’d pulled ahead when fighting with me in the Belly and hadn’t let up since. What was even crazier was that he had the stats of someone that was level 589. “How did you get so many extra stats?”
“They’re bonus stats from fighting and training…” he replied.
“I didn’t realize you’d gotten that many. That’s like 126 levels just from working out.”
“Skyler probably has more than I do. He doesn’t stop. Steve, too. He’s quiet about it, but he’s like a real life ninja. Secretly training as a farmer then he goes out assassinating at night. Not that he really hunts at night. He usually goes during the day.”
All of a sudden, Travis tensed up like someone had punched him in the gut.
“It’s happening?” I said.
He nodded that it was. Closing his eyes he began to focus on his breathing. “Be ready. I’ll probably attack you once I transform.”
“All you’re going to get is a ‘light’ snack,” I said in reference to my Solar Mage form that I was currently in.
He began to laugh, which immediately seemed to pain him. Turning over onto all fours his breathing deepened. “Here we go.”
I expected it to be drawn out, but one second hair started to sprout all over his body and the next he was fully in Werewolf Form. His fur was chestnut brown and not nearly as wild as I remembered it when he’d first transformed. The first thing he did once transformed was attack. 
Seeing me, he leapt into the air—aiming for my throat. Before he got a foot off the ground, my tail caught him by the hind leg. Stopping short, he started to fall, but I held him firm and lifted him six feet off the ground so that he couldn’t get his footing. 
It wasn’t enough to truly secure him. He pushed off the wall with both of his hands to swing in my direction. He was still more than a meter away, but he snapped at me, showing off some gnarly canines.
“Settle down now. Good boy.” I couldn’t help but react as if he was a real dog. “Give me some kisses.”
He nipped at me again.
“Fine. No kisses. I’ve already heard from the others that you get snappy at humans, and I can’t exactly test my human form, so we’ll take their word for it. How about we start here for a basis.” Giving him an obnoxious wink, I transformed as well. 
I perceived the rest of my body expanding, but as my head began to grow and the horns sprouted out of my head, it was hard to stay attentive to anything else. My Minotaur Form had the most potential—that didn’t make it less awkward. Little eyes. Big head.
Without a moment of hesitation, Travis whipped his head toward me and tried to grab a large bite of mino-steak. My tail kept him back, but it was as I’d thought. In his Werewolf Form, his rage overrode his fear and rational thought.
It couldn’t be helped. I didn’t bother cutting mana to my current form but redirected it. Fire Incubus Form started to take shape. That was much more like it. At least now I had a correctly proportioned head.
Even then, in a form that exuded an aura of power, Travis remained insistent on continuing his attack. Good. At least that is out of the way.
It was time to see what he’d do when faced with one of his own. Redirecting my mana once again, I started to change. My own Werewolf Form filled me with overflowing energy. The rage was there, but from the beginning I kept it under control.
Staring down my snout, I watched him dangling in the air. He finally seemed unsure of what to do. A low growl rumbled from his chest. Assuming there was some law of alphas as so often existed in wolves and carried over to their werewolf cousins in the movies, I stared him down.
For over a minute he just watched me while continuing to growl. Eventually, he’d had enough of waiting and snapped at me again.
“Travis, Travis…” I said, shaking my head. “Let’s try this.”
Advanced Mind Buff leapt from my hand and covered him in white light. He squirmed against it like the light was burning him, but once it took effect, he immediately became still. His eyes narrowed as if he was finally starting to understand what was going on.
“Travis?” I said.
“Elorion,” he replied as if chewing on every syllable. He didn’t seem to like me much at the moment.
“How’s it hanging?”
“Put me down!” he said, baring his teeth.
“That’s really not a good idea. I don’t fancy becoming a chew toy.”
“I—won’t. I won’t bite you. I swear it.”
“Oh. If you promise, then.” I let go, but left my tail hovering just behind him, over his head.
He dropped, easily catching himself on all fours as he reached the ground. His chest was expanding like a powerful balloon with each breath he took.
“How is this going to work, Travis? Do I have to beat you down in order for you to listen to me, or are we going to be able to talk this through.”
He slowly rose to his feet. Rage burned brightly in his eyes, but he didn’t attack. It wasn’t immediate, but his breathing started to slow. “Talk,” was all he said in response.
“Great,” I said, crossing my hairy arms and leaning back against the wall. “So how are you feeling at this very moment?”
He turned his head to the side like a curious pup. A half crazed one. “Like I want to tear your jugular and lap up your blood.”
“Is that the way to treat a friend?”
“Friend? You’re competition. Either you rule, or I do.”
“Rule what exactly? Do you want to tear Kylie’s jugular, too?”
He blinked repeatedly as if what I asked didn’t compute. Looking down, he turned his head from side to side as if arguing with himself.
“She can hear us. Can’t she?” he said, looking up from his internal debate.
“A little, yes.”
The muscles in his hands began to relax, redirecting his claws to rest naturally as his arms went slack at his sides. Shaking his head to himself, he sounded like himself for the first time. “What am I doing, man? I really wanted to kill you.”
“Don’t be too hard on yourself. It’s part of the process. You have to master your form in a way I never had to. The good news is that my mind buff is having a positive effect. So, if you continue to increase your Intelligence, and maybe Wisdom, it should help you gain mastery faster.”
He nodded that he understood. “So, what do we do? How can we speed up my transition, or whatever?”
“We’re doing it. Tonight, let’s just talk. Let’s see if we can help you stay under control until morning.”
“Just talk? About what?”
“Girls. Tell me about Kylie. She seems to like you much more than she should. How’d you pull that off?”
The muscles in his neck twitched as if he was going to take offense. A moment later, he let out a whiny chuckle instead. “I don’t have a clue.”
 



Chapter 24 – Out of My Hands
I didn’t make it to morning before my assistance was requested. Travis and I had been able to spend a good six hours together before I had to depart though. His rage bled through a few times, but not once did it take over again as we continued to talk. I considered it a good step. Even when Clarissa pulled down the stone wall blocking the exit, Travis didn’t try to leave while he was still in his Werewolf Form.
I nodded my farewell to him as she raised the wall back into place. Now would be his hardest test. He’d have to try to keep his sanity while he was alone for another hour or two.
It was Clarissa who’d made the request that I join her. I noticed the excitement she was trying too hard to hide.
“What’d you do?” I said.
She rolled her eyes. “You say it like I did something that would get me in trouble. I figured out how to duplicate the stone consistency of the surrounding area so that the mana collectors above the Maze don’t crack when we redirect them.”
“Sweet! Do you need my help?”
“Nope. It’s already done.”
“Really?”
She grinned, showing off overly white teeth. It seemed her hair wasn’t the only thing that had been bleached in her transformation. “Yeah. Now our biggest problem is making sure the mana cannon doesn’t blow up when we try to charge it.”
“Russ showed me his giant resister that he says you have a plan to cool…”
She gave me a single nod. “You want to see it?”
“Let’s do this!”
 
***
 
For some reason I’d expected the resister to be connected directly to the Maze’s mana collection system high above us near the ceiling, but instead I found that she’d be able to direct the mana channels with Khun’s help into the room just outside of the Master’s Chamber. We rarely came over here because we’d the Maze was closed off.  
Running parallel to the ground, Russ’s six-foot-long resister, which was thicker than a minotaur’s waist, hung in the air at chest height connected to numerous crystalline mana channels on one end, and the wall on the other.
“Tada!” Clarissa said, sweeping her hand toward the installed resister as if seeing it explained everything.
“It looks great,” I replied.
“I hear the doubt in your voice. It’s hanging in a big open room, so that Trevon has plenty of room to cool it. You see these?” She pointed to the multiple mana channels connected to the resister. “These are for redundancy. This is actually the most likely part of the entire system to fail. The resister was made extra-large so that it doesn’t crack with constant changes in hot and cold, but these don’t normally produce heat because they carry little resistance. Having more than one also allows the surge of mana to flow down more than one path in case one fails before it gets here.
“As for the resister, we didn’t make it large just so it doesn’t crack but giving it a larger surface area will make it easier to cool.”
“What about the connection to the wall?” I nodded toward it.
“Khun takes over from there. He won’t give us all the details and doesn’t seem to trust that we can pull it off, but if we do, he says he’ll take care of the batteries from there. He’s also providing the connection to the mana cannon in the Inner Perimeter. All we have to do is connect the projector and direct it from there.”
I shook my head to myself. “It sounds like you have everything in hand.” What I was really thinking was that it sounded too easy—like something should be going wrong.
“We’ll have it built by the end of the day.”
“Incredible. Thank you, Clarissa.”
Her eyes fluttered before shooting to the ground. She didn’t turn red but purple as she blushed. “Too bad we can’t exactly test it without taking the chance of damaging the whole thing. With enough tests we could probably make it stable, eventually, and have a permanent mana cannon, plus supply Khun with as much DP as he could ever want…”
“I wish we could, but if this thing only works once, we want it to work when we need it. There just aren’t enough materials to make another one.”
 “Master, I should be able to help with that.” Suddenly, Khun appeared at the entrance of the room in full spectral-pirate form. We both spun to meet him.
“Hello, Khun,” I said. 
Before I could ask what he meant, Clarissa also greeted him. “Hi Ghosty!” 
“Rock Princess,” Khun replied with a bow of his head.
Uh, Rock Princess… Since when did Khun have nicknames for people?
“How can you help?” Clarissa asked, replying first.
“I’ve finished creating diagrams of each of the mana machines that returned with Master Elorion and Mistress Aeris. I can now create them at the cost of DP.”
“How much would it cost to recreate the entire system?” I said, not waiting for Clarissa to ask.
“568 DP if I was to create each machine and undertake the construction on my own. For just the necessary machines, 329.”
My heart sank. Such good news and yet it crumbled in the same breath. 329 was three times the total we could collect. No, that wasn’t correct. With the mana batteries installed, if we didn’t go through with the plan to charge them all at once, we’d have the ability to store 800 DP more than before. Obtaining the DP necessary would take about 75 days. It wasn’t an absurd amount of time, but with the threat of Mistress Nava and not knowing when she would arrive, it was far too long to wait around without our possible deterrent.
“If I may,” Khun said, guessing at my train of thought. “If the system fails, it is highly unlikely that every part will fail at the same time. Meaning, any failed experiments would likely cost far less DP to repair. I can get you a detailed list of each part if you prefer.”
“Thank you, Khun. Please do that,” I replied. “We might as well get the council together and discuss it. Do you think you can have it ready by dinnertime?”
“Consider it done.”
 
***
 
I didn’t have to look for something to do. George ran up to me as soon as I walked into the Living Quarters. Following him, we headed toward the stench of manure. He passed by the Cave Swine entrance, and stopped in front of the next one. This was supposed to be for a new litter of piglets when they came, but it was too early. So then why did I hear numerous squeals?
I looked at him and he nodded that it was what I thought it was.
“How?” I said.
“One of the sows must have already been pregnant.” He shrugged.
“Must have?”
“I’m no pig farmer, and these aren’t exactly normal pigs.”
“Well this is good, right?”
He let out a deep sigh. “Well. Come see for yourself.”
I didn’t see Olivia around, but her handiwork was already in place. Vines in a crisscross pattern up to my waist covered the entrances to three of the rooms that were now acting as pens. He didn’t have to say anything. One look at them and I saw it clear as day. Each room had three piglets except for the last one which had four. They were large for what I knew of piglets, but that was no surprise. The surprise was that they were all glowing a subtle milky white.
“Did you feed them grain already?” I said.
“No. They just had their first feeding.” He pointed behind him. I saw the mother sow sound asleep. “It wasn’t from their mother’s milk either. They were born this way.”
“Can you see their mana?”
He shook his head. “Nah. But I can smell it, I think. They smell more like you, well, when you are you. And I can feel that there is a difference in their auras.”
“Smell it? What do I smell like?”
“I don’t know. Olive oil maybe.”
I must have look at him funny, because he responded with a laugh.
It was the first time I’d heard that someone could sense mana with their nose. At first, I was reluctant to believe it, but it would be far from the oddest thing I’d heard since entering the Underworld.
“Do you think they’re like this because of their mother’s diet?” I wondered out loud.
“That would be my guess. And she’s only been eating Light Magic Grain for a few weeks at most.”
“Thank you, George. After dinner tonight, would you mind coming to the council meeting? I think there are going to be some questions.”
“Sure thing, boss. I’m not sure what I can tell you, since you probably have a better understanding of this mana stuff than I do. But I do have a nose for it, so…”
With a pat on the shoulder, I left him after that. Our little experiment with our herd of pigs was getting more promising by the day. It would be a number of weeks before we could test it, but it was likely that their meat would produce even better buffs than the cave swine we’d already butchered. I was also intrigued to know what would happen to the creatures if they were exposed to the same mana for generations. I didn’t know exactly what it would look like, but I was hoping for some kind of super buff.
As soon as I exited the hall of cave swine piglets, Steve was standing there waiting for me. Instead of being dressed in a simple t-shirt and shorts, he wore a cloak of midnight blue over his armor with his hood pulled back. It didn’t look like he wanted to discuss the crop. It wasn’t even breakfast time yet and this was turning out to be a busy day.
 



Chapter 25 – Lightning
I followed our assassin from the Inner Perimeter to the mid, and finally to the outer. He was quiet the entire way, but I also felt a great unease coming from him. Exactly what it was, I was pretty sure I was about to find out.
Upon reaching the Outer Perimeter, we quickly made our way past the others who were waiting for the next mob to show up and continued on. A half dozen rooms later, we entered one where a giant beetle was lumbering toward us, heading for our dungeon aura like it was possessed.
Steve quickly stepped into shadow. I held myself back because I hadn’t gotten to see him in action very often. He was happy enough to take care of it. Not even slowing his pace, he strolled around to the flank of the beetle and waited until its rear was in full view. The knife he pulled was no surprise, but it seemed to crackle with white-blue mana. Was that Lightning Magic?
For the briefest moment, it was like a cloak that had been hiding his mana was unveiled and he shone in the same white-blue light. A great pulse of power shot from his core through his arm and into his knife. As his blade touched the beetle’s shell, his mana erupted from it. It was as if there was no resistance at all. His blade sunk in up to the guard and his lightning magic leaped into its insides. Even as his blade sank in, I watched the beetle’s antennas stiffen. Countless arcs of electricity danced over its soft features. The beetle dropped to its belly with smoke starting to roll out from under its shell and the puncture hole. 
Putting his blade back under his cloak, Steve looked at me like his problem was obvious. “I think I messed up my build.”
“Uh.” You’re kidding right? was what I was thinking, but I asked anyways. “How exactly have you messed up?”
Shifting to his weight to his opposite boot he pulled back his hood. His brow was creased up in frustration. “The problem is my talents don’t fit well together. It’s like I was meant to be a jack of all trades type, but a master of none—which means it takes me much longer to raise all the necessary stats.”
“Let me see them.”
He pulled up his chapter sheet and showed me.
Steve
Level: 423
Health Points: 56,600
Mana Points: 51,110
Attributes
Strength: 273
Dexterity: 1,039
Constitution: 566
Intelligence: 511
Wisdom: 201
Stats to Spend: 510
 
Steve’s stats were just as inflated as Travis’s were, if not more considering he was 40 levels lower than him. Seeing them and trying to substantiate exactly what I’d just seen of his magic ability, I wasn’t sure what to make of it. 
“I haven’t shown anyone else,” he tried to explain. “It’s embarrassing—"
I brushed aside his worry with a wave of my hand. “What are your talents?” 
“Well. Stealth for one, which unlocked the assassin skillset for me early, which requires high levels of Dexterity for its abilities. But I also have a talent in Lightning Magic, Intelligence and Constitution.”
“All four?”
He nodded.
Having two talents was uncommon among us, but a good number of us had two including myself. Three was rare, but four? I thought I recalled there being a Lightning Mage among us during Lord Darius’s attack but hadn’t considered what had happened to them since. 
I had to ask. “Why did you choose assassin over lightning mage?”
“We had so few people that could see through stealth and traps that I thought I’d be of more use as a rogue-type.”
“That makes sense—Although, I don’t see the problem. You have 510 stats to spend, which could put you over the top in Intelligence or Constitution. Both of which you have talents in.”
He just shook his head. “I don’t know which one to pick, or maybe something else...”
“Intelligence will definitely give you a boost to your Lightning Magic and Constitution would be a big boost to survivability. So you have a choice between offense and defense. It sounds like a good problem to have to me. And whichever you don’t pick you can just work on next.”
“But what about continuing to increase my Dexterity. I feel like I should be focusing on one thing and I’ve already wasted stats by placing them in Intelligence and Constitution… Not to mention, if I’m suddenly pulling out my Lightning Magic again, people might start asking questions. I wouldn’t know what to tell them.”
“You tell them that you were focusing on stealth for a while because you thought it would help the group. As for what you should do, I don’t think there is a wrong answer. One thing I can say is that the bonus you get from getting a stat to 1,000, especially one that you’re talented in, has always proven to be worth it so far. You could be different, sure, but no one is going to look down on you for the decisions you’ve made with your character build. You literally have twice the number of options most of us have and who’s to say which is the best?”
Taking a step toward him, I rested my hand on his shoulder. I suddenly felt like Russ. “With that said, I’d normally recommend Wisdom for a caster because it improves your mana regeneration so much, but in your case, you might not need to focus on it with your Intelligence talent. Even if you end up having to focus on a higher variety of stats than everyone else, how can a mage assassin tank combination be a bad thing?”
He let slip a smidgen of a grin.
“Take your time and think it through. Whatever you choose, you have my support, man.” I left him there standing next to the dead giant beetle by himself to think. I was half tempted to hide somewhere and watch what he chose to do so that I could watch for any possible transformation that might take place. Personally, I would have increased my Intelligence without a second thought, but my experience had primarily been with casting. I also didn’t know all of what he was capable of in his current state. It was possible that Constitution would be the best choice in the short term, especially if he planned on getting both Con and Int to 1,000 eventually.
There was something else that was just as intriguing as finding out he had four talents. He’d disguised his mana type and potency before attacking the beetle, then veiled it once again without a second’s thought. It was even more impressive of an ability than the elder goblin’s suppression of his power. There was no transformation necessary. He simply veiled it and unveiled it at will. With such an ability I could walk around in my human state… I’d have to ask him about it, but I kept walking for the same reason I didn’t go back in secret to see what he decided. He had trusted me with his secret, and I wouldn’t abuse that by sneaking up on him now. There should be time to discuss it with him later on.
For the first time that morning I didn’t have someone waiting for me, so I headed straight to the Living Quarters for some breakfast. Zorik was already up and had the stew simmering and ready for any early risers. I wished I could heal his exhaustion, but it would have the opposite effect on him. Besides, he wasn’t really in need of my magic at the moment. He seemed, cheerful.
Getting in line, it occurred to me that Dark Magic beings might be sensitive to the Solar aspect of Light Magic as well as the Life aspect. I prepared to transform to something less glowy, but he looked at me from just on the other side of the counter without so much as a flinch. He bared his needlelike teeth in a full grin, seemingly unbothered by it.
I asked him to be sure.
Handing me a bowl, he shook his head. “No, master. The more light there is the less places there are for nasties to hide.”
“I’m glad to hear that. And thank you for breakfast,” I said with a nod.
On my way to sit down, I found myself questioning my own appetite. Since my transformation, I still enjoyed food, but my need had certainly changed. My hunger seemed to come solely from my desire for food and not from my gut. With a sigh, I realized I really shouldn’t be eating. It was only chipping away at our small supply of food. I could easily make up for the bread, but all of the meat and its benefits should go to the others. Although, there was a case to make for eating just enough to keep me supplied with the additional buffs. I’d limit myself to one helping then.
I tried to make myself useful the rest of the morning, and then, into the afternoon. Russ and Clarissa had taken over the “mana cannon” project entirely and needed little help from me. Steve had our crop in hand and George seemed more than happy to take care of the new litter of piglets. It was more than that. It was as if he’d found a hidden cache of loot and was sorting through all the pig-shaped goods.
Spending a little time in the Outer Perimeter, I burned a few holes in a mob or two, but after using Drain on them and getting no stats, I moved on. Others would get more experience from killing the same creatures. I ended up kicking Richard out of the Master’s Chamber so that he could spend more time leveling with Skyler. It was for the best really. There were a few important decisions we’d have to make tonight and I still wasn’t entirely sure what my own thoughts were on what we needed to do.
I’d half expected Khun to already have his mural complete, but the lower walls were still bare. I’d commanded him to decorate them, so I didn’t think he was being negligent in any way. I’d give him a few days before broaching the topic again.
Aeris joined me that afternoon. At first, we discussed the possible buffs the Cave Swine could provide, then the wisdom of testing the mana cannon while we had the chance. It wasn’t long before we sat shoulder to shoulder without saying a word. How could I possibly complain? We were together, and, at least for now, alive.
 



Chapter 26 Meetings and Murals
Khun had been surprisingly absent during our time in the Master’s Chamber. When he did appear, I couldn’t help but notice his lack of greeting. It was midafternoon, so I half expected him to hand me the list of Arcane Engineering machines and their DP cost when he arrived. Instead, he stood alone facing the wall that was opposite the dungeon map. His stillness didn’t last. After a few minutes, he started pacing and only glancing at the wall periodically. Allowing our purple dungeon spirit to express himself had left him acting like he was having a midlife crisis.
Looking to Aeris, I saw the same concern I was feeling expressed on her face. She nudged me on, encouraging me to speak to him.
Helping someone talk through their feelings was far out of my comfort zone. If this was Travis, or Russ, that would be one thing, but he wasn’t even human. Still, I couldn’t help but think that offering the freedom to express himself was a good thing. I’d much rather have him as a friend than just some quirky dungeon AI, or for all practical purposes, our slave.
Giving Aeris a pat on the leg, I was as much pleading for help as gesturing for her to wish me luck. Her help came in the form as a bust of air that pressed into my lower back. Letting out a sigh, I spoke. “Khun.”
He spun as if caught off guard. “Master,” he replied, bowing his head.
“How comes the mural?”
“It… It is proving difficult.”
I nodded my head, not exactly sure if I should offer advice, or wait.
He didn’t need any prodding. After a few second of further thought, words started to flow. “There are countless memories I can pull from. But, is it enough to just capture moments from the past? I feel like I should do more. There is so much one can do with colors and lighting. Should they reflect my emotions, and is it even appropriate for a dungeon spirit to express such things? How do I know they are even my emotions and not stolen fragments of ones that I’ve taken from her father and friends?”
His questions took me off guard. I’d expected there to be a semblance of the creature he’d once been remaining, but this was far more than that. He was more than simple traces of a long past personality. What would happen if he was given even more freedom? 
 Another subtle gust of air pressed against me from behind. It didn’t affect me as a Solar Mage as it would in my human form, but I got the point. Turning, I saw Aeris give me an annoyingly optimistic wink.
Taking a deep breath, I opened my mouth while having no idea what I was about to say. “I’ve never been much of an artist, but I think you’re right. Emotions are what makes art matter… Whether the emotions you feel are your own or not shouldn’t matter, I think. What matters is whether you agree with them. If you do, then that’s how you should draw her.”
He turned from his gaze from me without saying a word. His eyes found the wall he’d been pacing in front of and he continued staring at it for a long while. I was about to turn away, when the wall started to change.
The background was simple. The walls of the Maze framed the image, and the perspective was awfully close to the floor. Jala’s little dark elf body came next. He manipulated the stone to stretch and expand as if she was actually coming out of the wall itself. Little feet in purple leather boots cut low on her ankles appeared in vivid color. The almost teal skin of her calves rose from the wall next with silver undershorts that were fold up and tight under her knees. The silky shorts were baggy enough to allow full movement and were mostly hidden under a black skirt that reached down to just above her knees. Her hands were spread wide as she crouched. Her matching black blouse covered a vest of concealed armor.
It looked simple, but heartfelt. The kind of image that would move a parent but have little effect on anyone that wasn’t equally in love with their child. That is, until Jala’s face emerged from the stone. Her eyes were large and bright with mischief. They turned down like a dragon’s infant, full of fire and lust for life. Perhaps I was reading into it, but she seemed to be sheltered from the many crimes and misfortunes of the Underworld. A sincere joy free of worry existed in the girl before us. It was so prevalent in her face that I was left in wonder.
“She’s beautiful,” Aeris said as she slipped under my arm to stand next to me.
He wasn’t finished. Fractured pieces of maze started to appear all around the girl’s image. Each held its own image from a different moment of her life. Stretching from the entrance to the Living Quarters to the Maze, his mural expanded. All of these images came from moments of play when she had been inside the maze. There were other people, her friends and family, that joined her in many of them.
On the smaller stretch of wall between the Maze and Bridge entrances, another large, life-size image appeared in its center. With her hands behind her back and gaze downcast, she was frozen in what could only be considered a tantrum. Strangely enough, my first thought was how human it made her seem. I couldn’t put voice to his reasoning, but Khun covered the rest of the wall in smaller images depicting her anger or teary eyes. I was starting to think that perhaps he wasn’t wrong about borrowing her father’s emotions. Why else would he want to remember such things?
On the final stretch of wall between the Bridge and Pits entrances, he portrayed her smile. It wasn’t the largest of smiles, but she was wide eyed and looking up much like a daughter would at her father. The smaller images that filled in the space around it were similar to the largest one. Unlike the smirks she had during her play in the Maze, these were void of mischief and malice. She was simply happy.
Aeris and I were silent. Leaving the place we’d been standing, we got closer to examine what he’d made. I immediately thought of the parallel between the Wraith and Khun. The Wraith had decorated his halls with the images of his people. Khun seemed to be just as artistically capable as he was.
“Well done, Khun,” I said without even turning to look at him. “Feel free to decorate the rest of Sanctuary however you want within the same parameters I gave you. We’ll talk if anything ends up being inappropriate or in bad taste. This isn’t a command, but if you enjoy it, please continue.”
Khun just stared at me unsure how to respond. When he finally nodded, it was all the response that was needed.
Even before it was nearing time for our meeting, people were stopping to look at what Khun had done as they passed through the Master’s Chamber. Everyone took some time to ask who the girl was and to explore the mural.
Our time to eat came. I didn’t eat with the others, though I did sit with them and nursed a cup of tea. My mind remained on our next steps. Khun had produced the list of mana machines and parts that he could create with their DP cost. Testing out the mana cannon, a name which was beginning to stick, looked like it would be feasible to do at least once. I’d leave it up to a vote from the council, but I was sure I already knew what they would choose.
We began to gather after dinner. Aeris and I had arrived first. The others greeted us, but immediately turned their attention to what Khun had created. Many of them had already seen it once and were still wanting to explore it further for anything they’d missed. I wondered if any of them would be interested before we’d been kidnapped, or if their appreciation came from what they’d been through. There wasn’t exactly a lot of beauty in the Underworld…
As had become our custom, everyone showed up in casual clothing—which meant shorts and t-shirts. I was an exception in my skeletal armor because it kept down the glare of my Solar Form, and Skyler was Skyler. He liked wearing his armor, so he did. 
When everyone had arrived, Richard started us off. “Good evening. Tonight, we are graced by the presence of the queen of the plant people.” He bowed deeply to Olivia.
She rolled her eyes. “Dork.”
Everyone laughed.
Richard seemed to have expected her answer and wasn’t fazed. “I think congrats are in order for your transformation, your highness.”
“Thank you, peasant,” she replied with a mock nod of the head.
“I think it’s also appropriate that we thank Khun for the mural he’s created.” He put his hands together and the rest of us joined him in applause.
If I could believe my eyes, Khun, sitting atop his pedestal, seemed to blush a dark purple. Once again, he was unusually silent, but he nodded his head in thanks.
“I think we should start with Clarissa and Russ. Can you two give us an update on the Ultra Fantastic Mana Blaster of Succubi Death Beam?”
“The what?!” Clarissa said, stepping forward. She’d happily adopted our casual dress code.
“Uh. The Mana Blaster Beam thingy,” Richard said. “And congrats on your own transformation”—he threw up his fist before finishing with—“Mistress of Rock.”
She gave him a disgusted look. “Hey. I’m not a succubi. Don’t call me mistress.”
“You’re right. My bad.”
“You’re forgiven.” Looking to Russ, who stepped up to stand beside her, she got down to business. “Now. Everyone has seen the construction by now and has a basic idea what is going on, but we’ll give you a more in-depth explanation.”
For the next half an hour, she took turns with Russ explaining all that had been done. She’d filled in the Maze completely after studying the surrounding rock of the area and how the compression of the weight above had affected it. The very idea of a person being able to do the same to rock was ridiculous, but Clarissa said it was actually easy. The reason was that she didn’t have to compress the rock, she just created it already in its compressed state.
That wasn’t exactly the truth, but it was a good simplification of how it was possible. She actually used the rock she was most competent in and created that in a compressed state to mimic the rock around it when filling the Maze. She was sure that it would work and last for a few years, at least.
The two of them went on to explain how they’d used the mana channels that already existed above the Maze and tapped into them, running multiple mana channels of their own with Khun’s help to Russ’s giant resister. Russ gave a quick summary of how it would be cooled, then turned the rest over to Trevon.
At the mention of his name, Trevon strolled through the entrance of the Living Quarters. It was more of a strut than a stroll. He’d removed his shirt, but it was difficult to see his physique under what had replaced it. A thick layer of ice covered him from collarbone to foot. Unlike normal armor, it fit his form as if it was just an extension of his body. It was semitransparent, so it was nice to see that he had made the wise decision to keep on a pair of shorts underneath. Even his legs and feet were bare, including the soles of his feet. How he walked without slipping was beyond me.
He was looking up and off into the distance as he mimicked a superhero’s pose. The skin of his neck and face had blued slightly making him look dangerously cold. Instead of freezing to death, he stood there like he’d never been so comfortable. He’d done it. He’d reached the Master Rank. No wonder I hadn’t seen him at dinner. He’d been scheming with Russ on how to make his entrance during the meeting.
I looked to Russ, who nodded his head in approval. I almost burst out laughing but held myself back. Olivia didn’t. She was bent over at the waist and holding her stomach from laughing so hard.
Trevon wasn’t fazed. The grin that rested on his face was one of utter confidence.
Richard started mumbling aloud as he searched for the appropriate name. “Iceman. Frosty.” He shook his head. “Nah, those are already taken. Chilly. Chill. Cold. Coldilox and the three bears…”
“No, no,” Trevon said, interrupting him. “Just call me Master Trev.”
“No,” Skyler blurted out.
Clarissa quickly shook her head.
Travis, who had been mostly quiet until now, echoed what Skyler had said. “No.”
“Not going to happen,” Mel added.
It was suddenly uncomfortably quiet. Even Trevon who had seemingly unshakable confidence a moment ago was starting to feel it. I had to do something.
“Sure, why not,” I said suddenly.
The entire room, including Trevon, turned and looked at me like I was the crazy one. 
I pushed on. “Come on, Master Trev. Tell us how you’re going to cool that resister.”
Before the others could laugh, he held out his hand palm up. A small blue crystal started to form. Instead of growing in size, I watched as its blue light in the mana realm only intensified. After a few seconds I could feel the power radiating off of it. It was then that most of the people in the room started hugging themselves to fight off the sudden chill. It didn’t affect a few of us, but his point was clear. The thing he’d found difficult, if not impossible, before he’d mastered, was now something he had full control over. 
He didn’t exactly condense his mana. Before, he’d been able to control his ice, but there was a limit to how cold he could make it. He’d now broken past that limit and the dime-sized shard of ice floating in his hand was becoming colder by the moment.
“I will cover the transistor completely in ice and liquid nitrogenize it.” He grinned.
“Okay, Master,” Olivia said reluctantly, but without mocking him as before. “I think we’re now all convinced that you can cool it, but can’t the cold crack it or something? And will the ice conduct mana and send what we collect to who knows where?”
“Good questions, pretty lady,” Russ replied with a wink. “Thermal shock is likely, but that’s why I made the thing so big. Even if it warps or cracks, it’s very unlikely it will disrupt the integrity of the entire resister. As for conducting mana, we’ve been able to test that. Even though water conducts electricity, it does so because its impurities are mobile. When frozen, the same water becomes a bad conductor. But with Trevon’s ice, you have the best of both worlds. One, it’s ice so the particles aren’t moving, and two, it’s pure water. Meaning there aren’t any foreign particles at all. Even if his ice melts, it wouldn’t conduct electricity unless impurities were added. It’s important to add that many of the laws of electricity apply to mana as well, but not all of them. Thankfully, in this case, it does apply.”
They mostly skipped over how Khun would connect the power he received from the Maze to the new mana batteries, because he wouldn’t tell them, and instead skipped to the last part. It was simple enough. The mana beam worked just like the other mana machines in my experience. The mana wouldn’t flow from them unless someone willed it. It would require a magic user to direct their own mana into a mana channel attached to the machine and to will it to happen. How exactly this trigger worked, none of us really understood. It was one of the main factors that differentiated mana from electricity. Ultimately, the batteries were hooked up to a number of mana channels that could be directed towards the mana lens at the user’s request. Once the mana hit the lens… Boom.
“Thank you,” Richard said when the explanation was finished. “We will soon discuss our next steps, but am I right in thinking that the beam cannon is done?”
Russ and Clarissa shared a look, before nodding to one another. “Outside of unforeseen issues, it is,” Clarissa replied.
“Very good. So today, if Mistress Nava was to show up, we’d be ready to face her?” he said, turning to look at me. Seeing Russ and Clarissa both looking convinced, I glanced at Aeris. I saw a feisty little Wind Sprite that was ready for a fight.
“It looks like we are,” I said.
Richard had opened his mouth to say something when he stopped short. Everyone froze in place. When I looked to Trevon, he was just as motionless as everyone else. It wasn’t from the chill, or his magic, but everyone felt the same pulse of dark power that had awakened far in the distance. The pulse turned into a steady spring of dreadful power. It took only a moment to pinpoint what direction it was coming from.
“It’s her?” Aeris said in a whisper.
I found her looking up at me, uncharacteristically still for one who shared their nature with the always moving wind. I didn’t answer with words. She knew just as well as I did. Looking around the room, they all knew. 
The others who hadn’t been at the meeting entered the room in a hurry from both the Middle Perimeter and Living Quarters. I waited to speak until everyone was present. Those who arrived could sense what was happening and held their questions.
When nearly everyone was there, Richard’s eyes narrowed for a moment before calling out, “Elorion. It’s Master Khaba.”
The old goblin had saved me from having to contact him. I nodded that he could put him through.
The elder goblin’s voice sounded in my head. “Friend Elorion. You feel it, yes?”
“Hello, Master Khaba,” I replied. “I do. Have you received any reports?”
“No, not yet. It will be a few hours before I have any details on her position, but I wanted to make sure you were aware.”
“Thank you for reaching out to us. We are ready.”
“Very well. But know that my offer still stands. There may still be time for you to flee with your people. I may still be able to teach you to hide and stay hidden.”
“Thank you, friend. I will relay your offer to my people and anyone willing will be on their way within the hour.”
“We will be ready to receive them. May the cunning of a thousand dragons keep you whole.”
“Goodbye, Khaba.”
When the conversation was over, I knew from the faces of those around me that they had heard every word. I felt that a change that had taken place during the conversation. The dark power that I felt in the distance had started moving. I could already tell that it was getting closer.
I straightened myself as much as possible before saying the only words that remained to be said. “Those of you that wish to flee, you have my blessing. Those of you that wish to stay, I hope that you reconsider.” My eyes swept down to the floor. “Unless I fall, those of you that stay must stay out of my way during the coming fight. I will not allow any of you to participate in the battle.” 
Numerous objections rose from my friends—no, my Sanctuary family. Holding up my hand to quiet them, I wouldn’t hear a word of it.
“I know, despite what I wish, some of you will want to remain. Only after I’ve faced her, and she’s defeated me, will I ask that you fight. Attack her with everything you have all at once and pray that it will be enough.”
“Why?” Russ said. He was bright red with anger. “Why can’t we fight with you?” 
I’d expected Olivia to ask, but not him. She looked rather thoughtful, but Russ wasn’t having it. 
I didn’t know why I felt betrayed, but I let my emotion seep into my response. “Because I don’t want to hurt you.”
A chorus of protests came all at once. Their arguments were the same that Aeris had used when rebuking me for always putting myself out there without letting anyone else help. This time though, something was different. It was Aeris that spoke up in my defense.
“Stop it!” she shouted, pressing down on everyone with a heavy blanket of air. “This isn’t Elorion being self-centered this time.” She looked at me and gave me an exaggerated shrug. It helped lighten the mood by eliciting a few chuckles. “This time, you must listen. We were going to mention this in the meeting, but the old hag beat us to it. It’s too dangerous or you to be there when Elorion is at full power.”
“Even for those of us that have gone through our own transformations?” Olivia replied.
“Yes,” Aeris said without hesitation. “Trust me on this. In my Wisp Form I am literally made of air and I’m going to be standing back.”
“You are?” I said, surprised. I’d thought I’d never be able to convince her, so I hadn’t tried.
“Yeah. Even Wisps know when to stay back and shoot psycho-ladies with giant mana cannons.”
“So what now?” Clarissa said, bringing the conversation to a halt.
It was surreal as we all stood there silently thinking of what was about to happen. There should have been more fear, but I had one overarching thought: As much as I wanted more time to prepare, our running and hiding was over.
“If anyone wants to flee, do so now. We will make sure you have supplies and directions. Master Khaba will be waiting for you. If you decide to go, know that no one will look down on you. It’s probably the sanest decision you could make right now.”
I didn’t mention the main reason I didn’t think fleeing was a real option. Mostly because I didn’t have to. Just as I knew they would, not one person was interested in running from the fight—as ridiculous as that was. Ultimately, I didn’t believe in coincidence. Especially not in our current situation. The dark power that we all now felt had appeared literally the moment after I’d said that we were ready. It was as if Mistress Nava had been listening and was responding to our challenge. It was the magical chains that tied us to the Head Mistress that I believed would never allow us to completely hide from her, or someone as powerful as Mistress Nava. 
If she had been listening, she already knew what we had planned. She knew we’d have 8,000,000 MP worth of mana aimed at her head the moment she arrived. She’d also know that its aim was immobile, so somehow we’d have to hold her in place. It was something I highly doubted she’d think we were capable of. I wasn’t exactly happy with her knowing, but there was a reason Aeris and I had never told anyone exactly what had happened during our training after our latest transformations. 
The dark energy was getting closer. She wasn’t wasting any time. If she really knew where we were, it would give us a few hours before she arrived—at most.
“Khun. Turn off the Dungeon Aura and shut both the entrance and exit to the Bridge,” I commanded.
“Yes, master,” he replied.
“Everyone, head to the Living Quarters, but be ready. I hoped there would be more time. Begin planning how to best attack her in one large combination attack in case I fail.”
No one moved.
I found that my throat was suddenly dry. Was that even possible in Solar Mage Form? “My father died when I was young, and I haven’t had any close friends my age ever since.” Why was I telling them this? “I didn’t think I needed them. But I was wrong.” I reached over and pulled Aeris close and kissed her on the forehead. Stifling a solar tear, I turned toward the exit and headed for it without looking back.
 



Chapter 27 Would You Like a Tour
Standing alone in the middle of the stone pathway, I hardly noticed the pits to either side. Quake sat silently in the one to my right. His body of earth and ice was so huge that his humanoid head was almost level with the platform. I was considering remaking him with more mana, but to do so to the best of my ability would require using my Light Magic buffs. There was no doubt in my mind that the dark power coming toward us already knew where we were, but in case I was wrong, or if I was being overly cynical, I kept my Light Magic in check. Even if I did remake him, I already knew he wouldn’t be much help with what we were about to face.
I didn’t trust my ever-increasing Intelligence and Wisdom stats. They were a tremendous help, but there was a danger in placing too much faith in them. My mental stats helped me process information, but they didn’t truly make me intelligent or wise. One thing they made much easier though was remembering the past with great clarity.
Lord Darius, the Head Mistress, Mistress Nava, and Xaphan had possessed mana of such purity and quality that I could still feel it despite the separation of location and time. Our normal weapons, magic, and abilities just weren’t enough, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t hope.
I transformed into Fire Incubus, before immediately changing into my Rock Giant Form as soon as it had taken full shape. Minotaur came next, then Solar Mage and back to Fire Incubus. It was an exercise to flex my mind to magic connection. Dying in the first exchange because I was too sluggish would be an embarrassing way to go.
Like flipping through a stack of snapshots in my mind, I sifted through the numerous ways the battle could go. There were countless approaches Mistress Nava could use to initiate her attack. More ways than I knew. She could have an army with her, another pet, or she might come alone. I had to be ready for anything. There was much I could imagine that I couldn’t counter but knowing which form or spell I could use to best face each situation was something I could manage. Focusing on what I couldn’t do would get me nowhere. So instead, I’d focus on what I could.
The darkness was getting ever closer. It was impossible to ignore. Mistress Nava wasn’t just coming to visit. She was raging toward us like a comet aiming to destroy us and all that we’d built.
“Patch me through to Master Khaba,” I said, knowing Richard would hear me.
He did so in a snap. It was probably unnecessary to even ask, but knowing he was actively responsible for our communication made it hard for me not to address him first.
“Friend Elorion,” the elder goblin said as soon as Richard connected us.
“Any updates?” I replied. “I fear she’s drawing near and any extra information might help.”
“Another scout that was near the Belly has returned. It seems clear that it is a succubus Mistress and that she’s alone. I doubt the others will be able to give more detail than that. They are trained to avoid such powerful monsters. I can confirm she passed through the Belly more than an hour ago. She should be there very soon.”
I thanked him once again and returned to my preparation. I felt Aeris approach before I heard her. “You’re not changing to your human form?”
I stopped my series of transformations, landing on my Rock Giant Form. I didn’t turn to reply. “Not yet.” She’d heard the conversation between the elder goblin and me. She knew there was little room left for any doubt that the ancient succubus was on her way here.
Aeris was suddenly floating at my side in her Sprite Form.
I sank down to Solar Mage and grabbed her hand with mine. There was enough physical substance left of me that I could still hold her even if she felt distant like a physical echo.
“So you’re going to save it?” she said, struggling to lighten her tone. “Isn’t that dangerous? What if she overwhelms you before you can use it?”
“That’s what I’m worried about too,” I replied. “I fully acknowledge that I’m assuming that she’s cruel enough to play with her food before she tries to eat me. She said as much when we first met. If I’m wrong…”
“Then I’ll tear her to pieces.”
I cocked my head to the side as if to see her from a different angle. “That would be sweet of you.”
“I’m nice like that.”
I shook my head, thinking back to when we first met. “Do you think I would have had a chance with you before we were kidnapped and brought to the Underworld?”
“Not a chance, Mr. ‘I do sports, so I want to fight upfront’.”
I couldn’t help but chuckle. “You remember that, huh.” It was what I’d said to her in our introduction.
“It wasn’t that long ago.”
“You thought I was incredibly handsome right away then…”
“No.” She said it with such certainty… “You were the biggest idiot in the group.”
“Then why’d you group up with me?”
She shrugged. “You suggested food, and I was hungry.”
“So bacon is the key to your heart?”
“You’re obsessed, you know that?”
“Yes. With bacon and Wind Sprites.”
She reached up and kissed me on the cheek. “You’re such an idiot.”
“After I take care of this fat old succubus lady, we’re going to have to talk about where we’re going on our honeymoon. There’s got to be some high-end resorts in the Underworld. Don’t you think?”
“We’re going to have to talk about when we’re getting married first.”
I held her with my eyes for a long moment to draw her attention.
“What?” she said.
“How about tomorrow?”
“Yeah right.” She shrugged it off as a joke.
I didn’t take my eyes off her.
She stepped back when she saw I was being serious.
“Why not?” I said.
She struggled to find what to say. “Because it’s too soon. I don’t even have a dress.”
“Then how about a week from now?”
She seemed to slink away without even moving. One obvious thing was missing though. She didn’t say no.
“Let’s talk about it tomorrow,” she said with a half-smile that didn’t leave her face. “There is so much work that goes into a wedding.”
Pulling her into an embrace, I cut the amount of mana flow to my face so that more of my human nature slipped through. “Yes, ma’am.”
She looked up at me fondly for a long moment before our current situation seeped back in like a force trying to separate us. Sighing deeply, she laid her head against my skeletal armor covered chest and stayed like that for a long time. Reminding her that there was more to look forward to than basic survival was the best gift I currently had to give her.
There was only one thing that could remove her from my embrace and that was the arrival of an old red-headed succubus chick. The darkness seemed to slow as it neared the borders of Sanctuary. The amount of overflowing power also dimmed to a fraction of what we’d been feeling. She had wanted us to know that she was coming.
“She’s here. There’s no more reason to hide,” I whispered to Aeris.
She pulled away from me as my Solar Form faded and my new human form took its place. An internal light shone from me, but it was nothing compared to the glare of my Solar Form.
Aeris poofed into her Wisp Form before flying toward the mana cannon. I watched her go.
With a wave of her hand, she called, “Kick her butt!”
“Don’t get distracted by wedding planning!” I yelled back.
She spun and faced me with her hands on her hips. “As if. You just do your job and I’ll take care of the rest.”
“I know.” I gave her an obnoxious grin.
She darted across the gap between us and was suddenly hugging my neck.
“Should we ask her to come back later?” I said.
She smacked me on the chest with an airy palm. She leaned back, not wanting to let go. She looked at me like she was going to say something. Shaking her head, she must have thought better of it. Give me one last warm smile, she was gone like the breeze.
Turning toward the entrance of the Pits, I flooded my armor with mana so that Skeleton Titan’s Defense covered me in thick plates of bone. My tail sprouted from its place and my armor covered it as it grew to full length. With Mana Sight at full power, I waited.
“A small girl with red hair has entered the Outer Perimeter,” Richard said over the command channel. “She’s alone.”
It was impossible to forget the first time she’d appeared. She’d looked like a barefooted young girl strolling through the Underworld all alone, and not one of the most powerful monsters we’d ever faced. 
The dreadful power she’d loosed as she traveled toward us had all but been drawn back, but her presence was still impossible to miss as she headed directly for the Pits. 
Before I saw her, I got the eerie feeling of something crawling all over my body like a bunch of playful spiders. It was strange knowing that she was there, when I could hear and see nothing. She hadn’t even entered the adjacent room when I got the first glimpse of her through Mana Sight. I’d guess she was still six or seven rooms away and yet her crimson-tinted dark mana shone through. It was clear enough after a moment that I could clearly see her small dainty shape as she skipped through the Outer Perimeter. 
Here comes our friendly Underworld psychopath…
Once she reached the adjoining room, I could see her in the mana realm as clearly as if she was standing a foot away. She slowed. Tiptoeing toward the entrance, she kept up her mock performance, by poking her head out to take a peek. Her long, unnaturally vibrant red hair hung down to just a foot off the floor. I could see a glint of purple in her eyes even from across the room.
Watching her quickly pull back, I couldn’t suppress the chill that ran up my spine. To anyone watching, it would look like I was playing hide and seek with a young teen girl. But that didn’t stop me from feeling like a box of fried chicken that was being talked dirty to by the person about to eat it.
For no other reason than to be done with the games, I called out to her while bowing my head. “Mistress Nava.” It was more respect than she deserved, but I never took my eyes off her mana image.
She stepped into clear sight. “I’ve been caught,” she replied with a smirk. Instead of the skimpy red dress she’d worn during our first meeting, this one was lavender and resembled a ballgown. Once again she lacked shoes and had her toenails done up.
Strolling toward me, she swayed back and forth as if to some internal music. “Hello, boy with the old blood. How brave of you to come out and meet me all alone. The Underworld can be a scary place.” Looking around as if to prove her point, she nodded toward Quake. Her eyes went wide in fake surprise.
When she reached the midpoint of the room, I was able to clearly make out the images that had been magically painted on her toenails. One foot depicted her pet Hell Hound and Waldemar. On the other, each toe had a different picture of Lady Contessa.
Noticing where my eyes had fallen, the playful act vanished from her face. “I’ve been detained for far too long,” she said rigidly. “I owe you much for what you’ve taken from me.”
She stopped ten meters from me, and about twenty from the room’s entrance. I considered having Aeris fire the Mana Canon now since she was standing in the perfect spot.
“Welcome, Mistress,” I said, once again bowing my head. “Have you come for the tour?”
A great pressure rose up from her. Even though they weren’t visible to the naked eye, I was able to see the whips of Dark Magic that snapped out from her near the base of her feet. It reminded me much of Lady Contessa, but the tendrils she’d wielded had been present for all to see.
Creature Observation gave me the same information as before.
Mistress Nava
Ancient Succubus
Level: ???
 
All of her Blue Magic was also still out of my reach. 
You are unable to learn this spell at this time. 
 
No surprise there. I didn’t bother trying to use Force Learn to try to break past her resistance. It was a waste of mana at this point in time.
“Still rude as ever I see.” She lazily lifted her hand. Her index finger flicked up and a river of power rushed out of her in a thin strand. It reached out from her finger back toward Quake. Before he could turn in response, his icy stone head was cleaved down the middle from top to bottom. A wave of power ran through him from where she’d touched him, and his head began to crumble. Like a living avalanche, he tipped over from his sitting position and fell. The crash caused the platform to shake beneath our feet.
“Rude?” I replied. “I was going to give you Quake as a gift because I felt bad for killing all of your pets.” I had a familiar urge to hit an imp in the face. Technically, she had once been an imp and evolved into her succubus form, so it wasn’t completely irrational.
My comment caught her off guard. It didn’t look like she was used to people mouthing off to her. After a few moments, she began to laugh. “You have gall, I’ll give you that. And you’ve also grown much since I last saw you. I’ll tell you what. I’ll give you one chance to survive this. Become my pet. All that I ask is that you kill all of your friends, then come with me. You don’t have the same level of talent as my late apprentice Lady Contessa, but I’ll have a lot of fun breaking you in.”
“I’ll pass, thanks. We wouldn’t work out anyways. It’s me, not you. Besides, I’m already dating someone.”
Her eyes narrowed and nostrils flared. “Then come, boy. Show me what you’re capable of. I’ll break you here and now.”
“Yes, Mistress. Eh, that’s awkward. I don’t think my girlfriend would like me calling you that. Do you mind if I just call you Nava? She’ll probably kill the both of us if she were to hear me call you that.”
She began lifting her arm again, indicating she’d had enough.
Beating her to it, my tail, which wasn’t visible from where she was standing, bloomed into its Solar Mage Form. Artificial Sun flashed into existence just above and behind me, shining blindingly bright.
Mistress Nava redirected her hand to shield her eyes.
Even more than was normal with Mana Sight, time seemed to slow. This was it. I stood face to face with the monster that had sent us fleeing into the unknown. I felt a surprising amount of calm as I began my attack. Once this was over, if we survived, we’d finally get a chance to relax. The fighting would never end because we’d have to continue to please the Head Mistress, but marriage, kids—who knew what was possible? All I had to do was win.
 



Chapter 28 – Angles
There was a part of me, a very human part, that wished there was a way around this. I wished for there to be peace, but if her offer wouldn’t protect the others—if it wouldn’t protect Aeris—then there could be no peace. The idea was ridiculous really. Even if her offer gave me everything I wanted, how could I possibly trust a creature that looked upon all the men in Sanctuary as food… 
I crushed that part of me with an internal vice grip as I called forth the largest variety of magic that I ever had at once. Dozens of Ice Orbs appeared overhead and flew at her chest and throat. A razor-sharp rock in the shape of an arrowhead and the size of a boulder flew in from beneath. Pain rushed forward. Wail of the Banshee sounded. There wasn’t a single angle of attack that was left untried. It wasn’t just the literal angle of attack, but all of her possible magical weaknesses as well. Ice, Water, and Earth screamed toward her with bolstered force. Sonic power devoured the space between us and bathed her in its vibrating force. I watched each element land and calculated their effects.
My missiles of ice reached her first. Each shard was more than five pounds of solid ice. They shattered against her deceptively childlike figure as if she were a wall of folded steel. The Earth Magic that should have cut her in two at the waist crumbled into a mound of rock. Its sharpened point did nothing to pierce or harm her. Pain and Sound reached her as one. What should have sent her muscles into a fit of uncontrollable tension and shook her insides apart were nothing but a light wind against an ancient cliff. Water surrounded her from head to chest, making it impossible for her to breathe. She didn’t panic or even make a move to remove herself from its bubble. As impossible as it should have seemed, none of it surprised me. She was a beast that threatened all I held dear, so I systematically tested her to know how best to put her down.
These were the schools that opposed her natural Dark and Fire Magics. I would have regretted not trying them even though I was already pretty sure of the outcome. I channeled extra mana into each, but even then the amount was a fraction of the power needed to really bring her to her knees. What I was looking for was her response and her lack of one told me all I needed to know. 
Anyone looking at us from the outside would see a bone-covered hulk attacking a small child-sized girl. But, just as looks could be deceiving in gaming, what I saw was more like a skin than her true self. It was an illusion—a deception. What should have been standing before me was a dragon of black and red that was the size of a small mountain. Just as I’d gone through my own changes, she gone through those of her own. I no longer had to eat, breathe, or sleep, and neither did she. Her flesh looked as delicate as a porcelain doll, but it was more scratch-resistant than the hardest element.
Ten thousand Alpha Bullets formed in front of me. She twisted her head like a curious cat, seeing clearly despite the couple feet of water that was clouding her vision. She was also a Blue Mage, so her Mana Sight was likely as powerful as mine—if not more so.
My Neutral Magic flew. There was a swelling of mana inside her that met my attack, for not a single one of the bullets missed. Like ten thousand firecrackers, the sound of the forceful magic filled the air. This time, she stepped back.
Such a display of magic would have crippled my mana supply just a month ago, but now, the 40,000 MP I’d just spend over a few seconds through multiple spells was nothing for my 368,299 mana base.
After the attack was finished, I watched Mistress Nava appear from the onslaught unscathed. The Water spell covering her was canceled because of my Alpha Bullets, so I clearly saw her face. She wasn’t looking at me but examining her gown. Brushing it off with both hands, she looked up at me with displeasure. “If you damage this dress…” she said.
“You’ll what, kill me?” I crossed my arms over my chest.
As she looked over at me I saw her squint at the light from my Artificial Sun. “Maybe I should go find your girlfriend first and kill her in front of you.”
I felt a geyser of defensive rage building up inside of me, but quickly pushed it down. Years of competitive gaming had left me with some good, or perhaps not so good, habits. It was natural to talk trash. Not that this was the same as a game but allowing her words to affect me wouldn’t help. “Maybe I should go raid your wardrobe first and damage it before your eyes,” I said as if my words were actually offensive.
With less self-control than a twelve-year-old troll having his obscenity turned back on him, her face scrunched up in a goofy looking scowl. She didn’t even bother to lift her arm, but simply twisted her wrist so her palm faced me. Dense shadow sprang from her hand like smoke caught in a mighty wind.
A wall of bone appeared before me as I manipulated my skeletal shield. As I lowered myself to brace against the attack, I watched through the mana realm as the darkness wasn’t aimed at me but my Artificial Sun.
Like a moon from the void, her Dark Magic swallowed my sun, leaving nothing but a black spherical cloud hanging over me.
She was standing close enough that she could see what I’d been hiding behind my Artificial Sun. My mouth was the only part visible under my helmet. I let her see me grin.
Her eyes went wide as she felt through the mana realm what was waiting for her behind her cloud of darkness.
A Health Bullet, even an advanced one, cost me no more than 1 MP after Mastering Light Magic. When I’d cast Artificial Sun, I hadn’t cast it alone. 100,000 Health Bullets were formed closely behind it so that she would consider them the same spell. Now that my Artificial Sun was put out, she saw the truth, but it was already too late.
I released my hold on my thousands of Health Bullets before she could even shift her weight. It was as if the sun rebelled against being put out and rained down its own fury. Alpha Bullets were one thing, but these were made of Light Magic—the very magic whose nature warred against her own. 
I hid behind my shield of bone, but never took my eyes off of her through the mana realm. She was pummeled with life itself and 100,000 MP from a Master Light Mage.
Before my Ascension it would have cost me twice as much MP to cast the same number of Health Bullets, and before reaching 1,000 in Intelligence and Wisdom, more than twice that. That didn’t even take into consideration that all of my Light Magic was four times as powerful as it originally was thanks to Mind Synergy and Light Magic Mastery. There was also the 50% power increase from my scepter that had been encased in my bone armor.
The mana realm exploded with Light. Layers of bullets—thousands upon thousands—struck her before a second had passed. Never had I attacked something, or someone, with such power. The only reason I wasn’t thrown back and possibly killed by the impact of my own spell while standing so close was because of one of the benefits I received when mastering.
Master Level Light Channeling
Your body is now more in touch with Light Mana. Extreme channeling will be more effective, and you won’t be in danger of its sometimes explosive effects. 
 
Though the description was talking more about the context of channeling, the last part about not being in danger of its explosive effects no doubt helped me survive the storm. 
It had gone as well as I could have hoped. She was acting in anger and I’d caught her by surprise. I didn’t know if the spell had the power to kill her, but I couldn’t imagine a better test.
As the Light Mana dispersed, what was left of her came into view. The scowl had been wiped off her face—her eyes were clenched shut. A sphere of ethereal red light covered her in a giant bubble. Sadly, it had blocked much of my attack, but seeing how her purple gown was left in tatters, thousands of Health Bullets must have snuck through.
The Fire-based Mana Shield disappeared. I saw her clench her jaw, and red flames leaped from her form and burned up what was left of her dress. Instead of fabric, thick red mana covered her in its place. Her red hair seemed to borrow the energy from her new dress and floated up to surround her face in a veil of fire.
She opened her eyes to look at me with a new intensity. “Did you know that if lesser Dark Magic creatures were to eat you, your meat would kill them from the inside out? It would be quick and painful. But for those that know how to prepare the meat, and have the power to stomach it, Light Mage flesh is one of the few substances that have an intoxicating effect for one such as I. To bring you home would be a great gift to my sisters. Even Lilith would soon forget what she’s given up in bringing you here after a few mouthfuls. You don’t realize that I was willing to give that up when offering to make you my pet. But instead you insist on playing the fool and have driven me to act. It is something you will soon regret, and I will have my feast.” 
I watched the depraved chick in front of me actually lick her lips.
Not giving me a chance to respond, her hand shot out directing her thin whip of Dark Mana. It was the same ability she’d used to cut Quake in two.
I didn’t wait to see what it would do. Bursting through my own shield of bone, I caught her whip with a crimson fist. Stopping her attack dead in its tracks, I stood before her transformed. My armor readjusted with the quick transformation. Fire Incubus was a form the Mistresses had never seen, and from the droop of her mouth, I could see she was surprised. So even if she had been able to listen in on us through the Head Mistress’s siphoning spell, there were some things that she still didn’t know.
Mana Points: 211,010/368,299 (+3,683)
 
I’d used quite a bit of mana already and Fire Incubus Form would only use more. Thankfully, it had become a very slow drain without any channeling of extra mana. Currently it was costing me 3,172 Mana Per Minute and would last over an hour.
She huffed, flaring her nostrils, and looked at me with a sick longing. “Now you’re teasing me.”
Stepping back, I half expected something perverted to come out of her mouth. I was wrong, but it wasn’t much better.
“Incubus meat is even harder to prepare, but it’s so good…” Opening her mouth, she breathed in as if she was trying to taste my aroma with her tongue. “Too bad you’re a Blue Mage and will revert back to your human form when I kill you. I’ll mourn for my loss as I become drunk on your flesh.”
Showing her a frown, I cast Succubi’s Caress and began leeching mana from her mana whip.
Her nostrils flared once again. “Oh, you want mana?” she screamed through gritted teeth. The moment I noticed a surge of power well up in her core, I let go of her whip and launched myself into the air with a flap of my wings.
What had been a thin strand of Dark Mana burst with power until it was the size of an Underwater Treasure Serpent. The density of the mana this serpent possessed was as rich as her own. Her whip before had been dense with the stuff, but so was my Fire Incubus’s Impenetrable Skin. This was on a whole other level and was something that would likely tear me apart.
Not one, but four additional Dark Magic Tentacles reached out from her that were just as large. One from her other hand and the others from beneath her like additional legs. Like the striking of vipers they came for me all at once.
I dived below them, propelled by my mighty wings, and headed right for her.
 



Chapter 29 – Bug Bites
I reached a ridiculous speed as I dove toward the ground. Her tentacles moved just as fast, threatening to crush me against the stone beneath. Throwing my wings out, I changed directions and swooped toward her, but my momentum was so great that I landed momentarily on all fours and my chin bounced off the stone. With the strength of my wings joined with that of my arms and legs, I ripped the stone apart beneath me and drove at her.
My Warhammer appeared in my hand as I determined to test its physical damage on the side of her head. One of her tentacles appeared between us, and I threw an Artificial Sun right at her face as I diverted my course by a foot at the most and sped past it. The tentacle slammed down on the path where I’d been and squelched my Sun. It was enough to give me the opening I needed.
As I flew past her, I hammered her in the middle of her upper back, and my Skeletal Tail whipped at her feet from the other side, forcing them out from under her. I didn’t slow as I turned my head in time to watch her faceplant. Her appendages lifted her off the ground and her legs seemed to disappear. She was soon standing a good six feet higher than before. Only her lower tentacles that held her up had remained in the sights of our mana cannon. A physical attack might have been a bad idea. She’d been standing in just the right place.
Diving into the pit on my left, I gained momentum before ripping the air with my wings and swooping high toward the ceiling on the other side of the room. I felt her tentacles shooting toward me from behind before I had reached the room’s heights.
I didn’t dare slow as I dived again under a series of agitated appendages. Their speed and precision were incredible considering she was over 50 meters away.
After evading them a half dozen times, they seemed to only get faster. Thankfully I’d actually taken the time to learn to fly, even if I was still far from mastering it. At the level I’d been during my battle with Waldemar I would have already been swatted out of the sky. Only channeling additional mana into my form would have given me any hope. But, since then, Fire Incubus Form had reached level 100.
Strength: 7,610
Dexterity: 7,346
Constitution: 7,178
 
Before, even with the form at 4x, it hadn’t been as powerful as it was now in its base state. I’d only been able to reach a maximum of approximately 6,000 in each stat. It was incredible having even higher numbers than before, and the additional 411,900 HP was unbelievable, but with each new level of power I reached it was the feeling of increased control that left me the most astonished. It always felt like an impossible leap in ability that was only conceivable by those that had also reached it. It left me literally flying circles around Mistress Nava’s attacks.
Slowly, I’d been channeling mana into Master Mind Buff, increasing my Mana Per Minute and Maximum Mana at a rate I hoped she didn’t notice. There was no good reason to telegraph it. It had reached 4x, giving me an additional 270,000 Mana and 2,400 Mana Per Minute. It didn’t make it so that Fire Incubus Form would last indefinitely, but for all practical purposes it would. I could now spend ten hours in the form and still have a little mana left over.
For a moment, I dared to hope that I had overestimated what Mistress Nava was capable of. Sure, she had a lot of mana, and probably a lot of tricks from Blue Magic she had yet to use, but I was having far less trouble than I’d expected.
Dodging her appendages was almost like a game. They didn’t come one at a time, but all at once from different angles so it challenged my creativity to slip through and around them. But suddenly, they stopped and hung in the air.
Lifting her hands together, she clapped twice as if applauding. “Well done. You have proven you have the tenacity of a bug that doesn’t want to get squashed.”
“Can all bugs put you on your face?” I replied.
She slowly lowered her hands to reveal a smirk. Five additional tentacles rose up from behind her. It was then that I felt a burning sensation in my right leg. Looking down, I saw that my leg was completely gone—severed just above the knee. 
-178,990 HP
 
571,185/750,175 HP
 
My limb was falling still covered in thick bone armor toward the pit. A rogue tentacle sped away from below. It had struck at me from behind. I quickly followed the appendage with my eyes into the depths of the pit where it had been hiding and biding its time to wiggle in from my blind spot.
The sickened feeling that filled my gut was quickly driven back by my natural regeneration. Even without my input, my limb began regrowing itself and the pain that came with it gripped hold of what was left of my stump like a thousand electric spiders that were being birthed from my wound.
Mistress Nava wouldn’t dare let me alone to heal. She sent her eleven appendages at me all at once.
I darted up and away, only to have to squeeze between two tentacles that were waiting there to meet me. I scrambled to the side, then dived only to have to climb again. All the while I didn’t dare let Mana Sight diminish in the slightest even if doing so would have made the healing of my severed leg more bearable.
I channeled Master Mind Buff to 5x for an additional 50,000 MP and begun filling the room with a mixture of Light Orbs and Artificial Suns. The Light Orbs weren’t nearly as bright and didn’t offer the same quality of light, but they would only add to my distraction and cost less mana. As I’d hoped, she still wasn’t in a hurry to finish me, but instead started smacking the annoying balls of light from the sky.
It was becoming easier to dodge her constant attacks and I continued to cast even more balls of light. I didn’t dive right for her as I had at first but took a roundabout way as I dodged her appendages only to land on the stone pathway near the middle of the room about ten meters away. My leg had fully formed but it was far from healed completely. I ignored the pain and crunching sound the best I could and rose to face her.
One of the greatest benefits of my Light Magic Forms was that the transformation time was almost instant. In the blink of an eye, my Fire Incubus Form disappeared only to be replaced with Solar Mage. My hands were already out before me as I funneled 100,000 MP into each hand. Placing them wrist to wrist, a dual Laser blazed into life. One moment there was nothing and the next a beam of light pierced through the Succubus’s forehead, leaving two holes side by side like one quarter stacked upon another. I could see clearly out the back of her head.
Once against, her appendages froze in place. My insides seemed to freeze with them as I waited to see if she recovered. It was only a moment before little fingers of black and red reached from one side of the opening of her wound to the other to knit her back together. A few seconds later she was whole.
I was already transformed back into Fire Incubus Form when she gave me a curious look. “As I said, you’re a bug. Your stinger is sharp, but it’s little more than annoying and I’ve grown bored. Now, be still and let me pluck your wings.”
It was as if her power was limitless. She rose up even higher off the ground as twice the number of appendages, over twenty in all, reached up over her like tails of a scorpion ready to strike. 
I’d told Aeris that I hoped Mistress Nava liked to play with her food for it would give me an opportunity to find a possible weakness. But now, after every test, I hadn’t found one. At my current level, she was as impossible to defeat as I’d feared.
I launched back and into the air, diving and spinning in a desperate attempt to escape the deadly tentacles that were after me. Though one only grazed me, there was a deep groove in the skeletal armor at my hip and another wedge had been taken from the armor on my back. Even as I continued my attempt to flee, I replenished my armor with mana and bone. It was as if she was whittling away at me and would soon get to the juicy center that she thirsted for.
I was out of options. Seeing that I was above the pathway and there were no tentacles beneath me, I cut off the flow of mana to Fire Incubus Form and fell like a brick as my wings receded. With only my ravaged Skeleton Titan’s Defense remaining, I landed on my feet and watched her tentacles gather overhead.
They squirmed above me, ecstatic that their prey had seemingly given up.
Mistress Nava hesitated long enough to give me one last smile before moving to finish me off. Was it respect, or had I just amused her enough to cause the reaction? I didn’t know. It didn’t matter.
Testing her really wasn’t a waste of time regardless of how I felt. It was only logical to try even if nothing had come out of it. As her tentacles moved to crush me, I pooled a sweltering amount of power that I hadn’t felt since I’d first tested what I was capable of after Mastering Light Magic. Master Mind Buff soared to unfathomable heights. 10x would have once cost me 153,600 Mana Per Minute, but now it cost half as much. The transition was smooth and quick. My Intelligence and Wisdom climbed by an additional 4,950.
Intelligence: 7,215
Wisdom: 10,134 
 
My concept of power changed in a moment. Magic changed. The world itself was flipped on its head and it felt like a much smaller place as my Wisdom surpassed 10,000 for the first time since my training. The beauty of Light Magic Buffs wasn’t just the increase in stats and power, but that they were as natural and true as my own mana. It was as if I had reached 10,000 Wisdom on my own without buffs and all the benefits of doing so changed me in a moment.
Intermediate Mana Flow, Intermediate Mana Manipulation, Natural Channeling and Mind Synergy have all been joined together into a single Mastery. 
 
Advanced Mana Control
The amount of total mana you possess is now calculated with a multiplier of 200 for every point of Intelligence.
Mana rejuvenation is calculated with a multiplier of 10 for every point of Wisdom.
All spells cost 90% less mana to cast.
All spells are 100% more powerful.
 
Meditation is no longer necessary to reach your maximum mana.
Your channeled spells no longer have an effective cap on how powerful they can become. Your only limitation is the amount of mana you possess.
You are now able to supply a spell with less mana than is normally required to cast a lesser form of even the subtlest spells.
Your Intelligence and Wisdom have both surpassed the capability of greater beings.
Your Wisdom has reached the level of a lesser magical being.
 
Even though I’d spent over half of my mana already, it was as if I’d only begun. My maximum mana shot through the roof to 1,057,039 MP remaining of my new 1,443,000 max. That was a small thing compared to what happened with my Mana Rejuvenation. I’d gone from 10,268 Mana Per Minute to 101,340. In other words, instead of rejuvenating 171 mana per second, I was now getting 1,689. Not only could I hold on to my Master Mind Buff indefinitely, but it now only cost me 90% of its original cost which cut its cost to half. A moment ago it had cost me 76,800 Mana Per Minute but now it only cost 38,400 to keep it running, so that left me with an incredible 62,940 Mana Per Minute to play with—six times what I was capable of producing before.
This new level of power left me with the same density of mana running through me as Mistress Nava had, but I was standing before her in my human form and she had 20 massive appendages flying at me. It was a problem and it was impossible to get out of the way in time.
A dozen strands of liquid light shot out of my back and chest, destroying my skeletal armor in the process. The sudden doubling of my Wisdom brought clarity to one of the numerous theories I’d been pondering about the nature of Light Magic. I compared my own mana to Mistress Nava’s and saw that her Dark Magic had two principle characteristics just as my own did. One was Darkness, and the other was Undeath. Her Darkness was the opposite of Light and her Undeath was the opposite of Life. Undeath was the only word that made sense in that moment, for even though her magic was death to me, it was life to monsters like her. It was only a theory, but it was one I was willing to gamble on.
My strands of light grew in an instant. They weren’t nearly as thick as Mistress Nava’s, but they had a thicker concentration of Life Magic than hers did Undeath. I didn’t aim for the tentacles coming at me, but at their roots beneath and behind her. It took a single united motion. My appendages lopped off the scorpion’s tail. The threat that had been looming over me—the serpents of Dark Magic—sizzled into nonexistence as their supply of mana was cut off.
“Son of a bacon bit! Do you guys feel that?” Richard said to everyone in the area all at once. As much as I wanted to laugh I ignored him. When realizing what he’d said could distract me, he blurted out one last remark. “Oops!”
Instead of a tantrum, Mistress Nava finally seemed to compose herself. She landed solidly without bothering to bend her knees despite falling from ten feet in the air. She couldn’t be bothered by things like gravity. Remaining still, she watched me for a long moment before breaking her silence. “You’re a bigger bug than I thought. Intriguing. Show me more.”
My appendages were still lingering near her feet and both flanks. I was more than happy to respond.
 



Chapter 30 – Boom!
Unlike when I’d first used appendages, I was now able to command them with little cost. It was like extending my own mana outside my body instead of casting an actual spell. That was how Lady Contessa had been able to have her appendages constantly active. Mistress Nava obviously knew the same trick. Thanks, ladies.
Instead of casting Artificial Sun in its normal sense, I flooded the air with a cloud of light that extended from my appendage that was hovering over her head. It would do double duty by annoying her and disguising the mana in the area so that Mana Sight would show her nothing. Laser burst from each of my appendages, burrowing shallow holes in her flesh. Before the wounds had the chance to close, all twelve of my strands plunged into her like lightsabers—or more accurately Lifesabers. A great wave of Life Magic funneled through the strands and began to fill her with the magic that would violently interact with her own. I felt the reaction almost immediately as a growing concussion threatened to push me back. I stood my ground and continued to fill her with the deadly magic. As a full second passed I feared she would explode just as her apprentice had.
My cloud of light, which also hindered my own vision, was blown away with a swipe of her hand. My appendages were still burrowed into the flesh of her gut, chest, back, and one was even in the side of her neck. She didn’t even acknowledge a fleeting ounce of pain. Holding out her hand, a dome of dark magic flashed into existence, cutting all my strands of light with ease.
“Is this how you killed her?” Her voice was void of concern. “My dear Lady Contessa certainly would have lacked the experience with Light Magic to know how to handle such a trick. It’s creative, and—desperate.”
It wasn’t just that my attack had been thwarted, but that the mana that had been extended from my body in the form of appendages had been cut off, which took an extra chunk of mana with them. Including what I’d spent on my attack, I’d lost more than 250,000 MP in a moment.
796,190/1,443,000 MP
 
A bolt of black lightning leaped from her hand faster than I could physically react even with Mana Sight at full power. I recalled what remained of my strands and flooded my chest with Life Mana as the bolt struck me center mass. Undeath Magic assaulted my own magic, making my armorless chest its battleground.
-57,303 HP
 
So much damage was done from a single small bolt and yet I’d flooded her with over 150,000 MP worth of Life Mana in a second and she remained unaffected. Should I have attacked with more appendages? The flow and density of my mana in the attack had reached its max—and she’d dispensed with them so quickly. The amount of mana she had to possess to pull that off…
Was that it? Was there nothing I could possibly do to defeat her even after reaching 10,000 Wisdom? Fire Incubus Form took shape as I healed myself. She let it happen.
I could still channel more mana into Fire Incubus Form, but there was a better option for increasing my power now that I had 62,940 Mana Per Minute at my fingertips. Fire Incubus Form cost half what it had. So did Master Muscle Buff.
Injecting 10x the mana necessary for Master Muscle Buff, my Strength and Dexterity hit the highest level they’d ever seen in this form. For an additional 38,400 Mana Per Minute, I received 4,500 in each stat that joined with Fire Incubus Form for a total of 12,110 Strength and 11,846 Dexterity.
It wasn’t the same as pushing past 10,000 with just Light Magic Buffs, so I didn’t receive the 10,000 stat bonuses that came with them. It made little difference.
I tore through the space between us, defying the sound barrier just as Aeris often did when she got serious. My fist connected with her face before the concussive explosion even sounded. It sent her flying toward the entrance to the Inner Perimeter. If I couldn’t cause her to internally combust, perhaps I could beat her to death.
Before her head had rebounded off the stone floor, my fist found her porcelain face and drove her into the ground. The magical stone beneath tried to brace against the impact but it couldn’t help but to crack and crumble under the force. Nearly a metric ton of rock felt into the pit as Mistress Nava fell in after it.
I wasn’t finished. Even though Fire was one of her natural elements, I activated my form’s Enraged ability and heat filled my limbs and the air around me while granting me even greater speed and strength. With 17,820 Mana Per Minute still free, I’d continue replenishing mana even with this skill joining my form and buffs.
Not letting her fall far, I dived toward her, grabbed her by the leg and spun. I tossed her like a rag doll across the pit, and she seemed to sink into the wall before the rock around her gave way, leaving a crater twice her size. It held her there.
I knew it wasn’t enough. More like a dragon than a human or incubus, I spread out my wings and summoned my tail.
This time she remained silent because my assault had actually affected her. A mighty thrash of my wings drove me toward her and across the gap of the pit. My speed surpassed Mana Sight’s help. My tail was like that of a bone dragon—it was massive in girth with a round wrecking ball on its end easily half my target’s size. When I was but a few meters away, my wings snapped out wide, stopping my forward momentum. The wrecking ball that was my tail only gained further speed as it swung toward her like a pendulum. It hit her with such force that she disappeared from sight. The entire room shook as if it would fall apart as my tail crushed her and drove her tens of meters into the rock.
Drawing back my tail, I flew back without taking my eyes off the deep cavity I’d just punched in the wall. I touched down on the pathway near the collapsed section.
“Is that the extent of your sting?” she called from inside her hole. “Are you starting to understand? Are you starting to despair?”
It was like her words sucked the air from my lung. Nothing? Really?
She slithered out of the hollow with half a dozen black tentacles doing the climbing for her. Her appendages began to grow, lifting her out of the pit and across its gap until she looked down upon me from just a few meters away.
What she said was true. She’d emerged from the beating I’d just given her without a scratch, and she still glowed just as brightly in the mana realm as when she’d first arrived. Even if my mana had reached the same density as her own, she possessed so much of it that I was a drop of water in the shadow of her storm. 
“I admit that Lilith wasn’t as jaded as I first believed when she brought you here,” she said with a truly genuine smile. “It’s impressive how far you’ve come. Take pride in that, little bug. But you are still a few centuries away from challenging me.”
She moved to strike. It was terrifyingly fast, but not so fast that I couldn’t react. I grabbed her wrist before she could connect. I’d grabbed it in time, then why…
I doubled over with blood bursting from my mouth. She was kind enough to hold me up as I braced myself on her tiny arm.
-318,003 HP
 
I found enough strength to push myself back to create enough space to glance down at what had happened. I’d grabbed her wrist in time to block her fist, but her hand was no longer there. In its place was a large crimson blade twice as thick as her arm that had pierced my Impenetrable Skin and gone straight through me and out my back.
I almost laughed at my miscalculation. Her talent with Fire Magic had always been obvious because of her mana’s color in the mana realm. I knew fire would do little against her and was thankful that Fire Incubus Form would protect me against her flames. Never had I considered that she’d mimic Impenetrable Skin’s use of compressed Fire Mana and create a weapon out of it. And, of course, she was able to make one just as hard, if not harder than my armor.
432,172/750,175 HP
 
“I’ve decided I won’t draw this out. Out of mercy, it’s time to die,” she said at a whisper. Lifting up on her toes, she pursed her lips to kiss me on the forehead. 
All that it would take was a quick channeling of her Dark Mana and I would literally explode as our two magics tore themselves apart inside of me. My life and death were hers to command. But they’d been that way from the beginning, hadn’t they?
In an enormous flash of light, I transformed into Solar Mage Form and cast Artificial Sun with my face, blasting it into her own. Her blade slipped out of my semi-physical form easily enough as I threw myself back and into the pit in a reckless move to get away. For a moment, I was free, but any confidence I’d gained during our fight was not to be trusted. I hadn’t even scratched the surface of what she was capable of.
My buffs returned and Fire Incubus Form took shape as Heal began its work. I flew as hard and as fast as I could to create distance between her and I.
“Aeris, it’s time. Be ready,” I said, trusting Richard’s magic to relay the message.
“I am,” she replied without delay.
Mistress Nava didn’t hurry her recovery from my blinding flash. It was still little more than an annoyance to her, and she knew there was nothing I could do to escape.
Landing at the far side of the room on the pathway near the entrance where she’d arrived, I faced the monstrous girl whose tentacles still stretched across the pit to the center pathway. She stepped down from them as if she was descending a flight of stairs. Her appendages then started returning to her and were sucked into her back and feet.
The girl with vibrant red hair and matching dress of mana stood opposite me.
“Now?” Aeris hissed in what was probably meant as a whisper.
“No,” I replied. “There can be no doubt that we will hit her. Give me just a moment.”
I heard the tremor in her voice. “Elorion, please don’t.”
“I love you, Aeris.”
“That’s sweet,” Mistress Nava said, cutting us off. “But I can intercept your friend’s magic and hear everything you’re saying.”
Her admission didn’t surprise me. I’d wondered long enough. I had to know. “Were you also able to spy on us through the Head Mistress’s spell?”
“No.” She shook her head.
“Then how? How did you know where we were?”
She bit her lip, seeming to pity me. “How do you think, little bug? Lilith told me.”
A wash of emotions filled me, and my mind strained to sort them. It was like a giant’s hand had a grip on my insides and was squeezing them all at once. Betrayal was not something I believed I should be feeling. Lilith had literally kidnapped us and forced us into a life where we had to kill or be killed. We had to progress—to continue to kill—because she held the threat of death over us if we ever disobeyed. So why had I felt she was on our side despite that reality? Why did it hurt to find out she had been manipulating us all this time?
“I see,” I said, mostly to myself.
 “You’re disappointed? It’s so heartbreaking.” She chuckled. “Well, I best finish this. Is there any specific way you’d like to die?”
Down here, in the Underworld, we were completely alone. Whatever psychotic reasoning the Head Mistress had for bringing us here didn’t matter. I thought I could trust her lust for power, but the addition of her people’s politics made her actions so convoluted that the only hope was for us to flee—as far away as possible.
Glancing at my mana, I saw what I could only hope would be enough.
813,544/1,443,000 MP
 
I’d kept my mana usage less than my total Mana Per Minute for the most part and recovered a little. More would’ve been better.
“Any last words?” Mistress Nava said and she began to walk toward me.
It was kind of her to give me one last chance to say something obnoxious. “Sure, why not. As a pet lover, you’ll appreciate this.”
“Oh?” she replied, slowing her gait.
“Meow.”
Confusion twisted her face, as my body began to grow. I dropped Fire Incubus Form as my arms began sizzling with power. They touched down on the pathway with paws of magma replacing what had been my hands and feet. Like a nuclear reactor on all fours I didn’t hold back my heat as the liquid rock that made up my body blazed in orange and yellow light. I grew to many times my normal size. Primordial Cat Form took over.
Even with 10,000 Wisdom and my spell’s cost being cut in two, this ultimate form cost 87,000 Mana Per Minute, 24,060 more than I could currently produce. Still, the form that had once only been available to me for a matter of seconds would now last half an hour. It still shouldn’t be possible, but this was the real reason Aeris and I had stayed away from Sanctuary for so long. Primordial Cat Form had reached level 95.
Strength: +9,750, +95% Strength
Dexterity: +9,750, +95% Dexterity
 
I didn’t dare stop there. 10x Master Muscle Buff was added to the mix putting a 38,400 additional drain on my mana. Even though Primordial Cat Form didn’t use Constitution in the normal way and removed my Health Point stat entirely by shifting it to my magma in some fashion, I channeled another 38,400 Mana Per Minute to 10x Master Skeletal Buff. It felt as if I was in the process of overdosing on caffeine and fire. Despite not being in my human body, energy pumped through me, sending my muscles palpitating violently from head to toe.
Strength: 20,694
Dexterity: 20,437
 
The drain on mana would limit my time, but I wouldn’t need it for long. Movement felt almost effortless. I exploded from my perch. Mistress Nava narrowed her eyes as I rocketed toward her. It was all she could do before she disappeared in my jaws that clamped down over her from head to shoulder. My front right paw, nearly as large as her torso, wrapped around her back and my claws sank in deep to hold her firm.
Landing just inside the entrance to the Inner Perimeter, we were at point blank range. I let my magma glow with power as the succubus squirmed in my grasp.
“Elorion, no…” Aeris said with little strength.
Looking up and across the room, I saw my fiancée staring at me with silver eyes of disbelief that it had come to this. We had discussed this. She knew it was what I’d planned if everything else failed. She hadn’t agreed to it quickly, but in the end she’d given her word. I couldn’t blame her for hesitating. I was even glad that she did for it showed me just how much she wished it didn’t have to be.
I didn’t have to say anything, nor could I or Mistress Nava would get free. With her palm resting against the wall on a vein of gold, Aeris released the mana that carried the command of her will. It traveled down the vein into the wall, into the mana cannon and toward the Master’s Chamber. In less than a second I could feel an ocean of mana in the distance gathering in one place. Trevon must have been doing his job, for there were no explosions as the batteries began to fill. So that they wouldn’t burst from too much power, it would take them a moment to reach full power. 
Mistress Nava wasn’t about to just lay down and let it happen. Her loose arm impaled me with a lance of compressed Fire Mana. It punctured my chest and exited out the back of my ribs. Being made of magma, it had no effect.
Body of Magma: Your body is transformed into one that consists entirely of magma. 
 
She could stab me all she liked, but it would do me no harm in my current form.
When that didn’t work the room started to fill with Dark Magic tentacles. If she couldn’t stab her way out, she would try to wrench my jaws open with magical force. With enough time, it would work, but she and I both felt the geyser of energy speeding toward us. The batteries were full. Now they were emptying themselves to a single point. The only part of the mana cannon that was visible in the room was the lens the size of one of our round tables from the Living Quarters. It was aimed right at us.
I could no longer see Aeris clearly with my own two eyes because of the building glare from the lens. I could see her in the mana realm, in her Wisp Form, but even still she was trembling. It was enough for me to know that she’d survive.
The moment the overwhelming rainbow of mixed mana sprang from the lens, I let loose everything I had left in one final attack of Life and Light. Nearly 800,000 MP of Light Magic poured out of my mouth greeting the 8,000,000 from the mana cannon to wedge Mistress Nava between us. There was light, and then—there was not.
 



Chapter 31 – Banished
The first thing I felt when I came to was a lack of pain. Nothing was clear in my vision, but a great blur of light surrounded me in every direction. Was this heaven, or had I survived? I couldn’t tell. A few seconds later, a vague shadow in the shape of a person appeared in front of me. It was still unclear. When the image began to sharpen, it was as if a switch had been flipped. My missing pain gripped me, coming from every inch of my body all at once. I knew what was happening from the feeling alone without the need to see my sorry state. My natural health regeneration was in the process of regrowing my body. My character sheet was still up where I’d left it in a semi-transparent state. A glance showed me what remained.
196,674/785,216 HP
 
More of my body was left than felt reasonable. The pain was everywhere. I increased the flow of Heal as liberally as I dared. I could feel how low my mana was, so I didn’t push past the limits of my Mana Per Minute. Seeing how high my HP was, and how freely my mana was replenishing, I realized I’d somehow kept 10x Master Mind, Muscle, and Skeletal Buffs on even after Primordial Cat Form was canceled from losing too much Magma.
Magma Regeneration: If magma is displaced from your body, you are able to return to your Primordial Cat form indefinitely, unless 75% of your magma is lost.
 
Well, the pain was good for one thing. It meant that I’d survived. But if I could survive… I channeled even more mana into healing myself which only intensified the pain. It also meant it would be over sooner.
“Elorion.” Aeris sat leaning over me. The light that had surrounded me was gone and I found that my surroundings were dark and enclosed. The explosion must have taken my eyes which explained the fluctuation of light. That would also explain my splitting headache. I healed through it and realized then that we were in the depths of the pit. It had blown me from one side of the room to the other.
My favorite Wisp was examining me nonstop at her naturally frantic pace.
“I’m better,” I said, ignoring every other concern for the moment. “Mistress Nava?”
She shook her head, then motioned behind her.
It was then that I felt the succubus. The greatest concentration of her power was coming from near the middle of the room, but her darkness surrounded us even down this deep in the pit.
So that’s how it is, huh? I’d really believed that I’d become strong enough to defeat her. And if not, then there was no way she’d survive the mana cannon if it actually worked—which it had.
Part of me didn’t want to get up, but there was still a sliver of hope that everything we’d just thrown at her had hurt her enough that we could finish her off. This time the others would have to do most of the work.
“Everyone to their battle stations,” I commanded. I quickly realized that they were already there. Surrounding Mistress Nava, behind the stone walls that Clarissa had raised up from the earth, our mages readied themselves to fire upon her from the first and seconds floors from both sides of the room. Each stood behind a narrow opening in the rock like a hidden sniper. 
Seeing them ready, I lifted myself off the ground. Aeris was watching me. It was impossible to know exactly what was going through her head after she’d been forced to fire upon me.
“Have you picked out your dress yet?” I said.
She’d been pushed past any witty replies. The mana inside her answered me for her. Wind whipped at the ground around us.
Nodding that I understood, I dropped 10x Master Muscle and Skeletal Buff and cast Fire Incubus Form. With her at my side, I lifted off and flew toward the monster above.
Rising out of the pit, I saw what Mistress Nava had become. It was as if darkness had become a cloud and filled the room, and at its center was liquid darkness with red flames occasionally sprouting off of her humanoid form like flares from the sun. Just as many of us had gained new forms, Mistress Nava showed us one of her own. Instead of a new body, she seemed to have become mana itself.
With the help of Mana Sight, I saw her clearly enough. She was looking around as if in a trance and giggling to herself. “That actually hurt,” she said in wonder.
I touched down on the pathway that was lower than it had been before. It seemed the mana cannon had a wider spread than we’d thought. It had trimmed meters off the top of the pathway from one side of the room to the other and left a giant hole in both entrances to the room. Like a shotgun, the radius of its spread had widened, and the furthest entrance had a much wider hole than the closer one.
“We’re not finished,” I said, but she seemed oblivious to my presence. 
She was looking off to the side when she responded. “Finished... Yes, I think I am.” Then lifting up her voice she called out, “You were right, sister.”
Without delay, a voice answered her. “Very good.”
I nearly fell back in dismay. It sounded like the Head Mistress was only feet away.
There was a loud crackle in the air as a fissure opened up in front of Mistress Nava, floating over the pit. Out stepped Lilith in a gown of white with a golden tiara on her head. The lich was with her, hidden under the hood of his grey cloak. They stood on nothing, but slowly floated down toward the pathway. Mistress Nava stepped back to give them room.
My friends who had been readying to attack let their gathering mana go. There was no fighting this.
“I see they forced you to transform,” the Head Mistress said.
“They did.” As quickly as I could change to one of my True Forms, Nava returned to her succubus form—small stature and all. Then both the Mistresses embraced. 
Pulling back, Nava looked up at Lilith like a girl might her mom. “I’d like a litter of my own.”
Grinning broadly, she replied, “I thought you might. We’ll work out the details over dinner.”
Throwing her hands out to the sides, Nava spun in delight.
The exchange was the sickest thing I’d ever seen. This whole ordeal had been nothing but a death-defying lie. The Head Mistress had been manipulating us all along. And now that it seemed that we would actually survive, if I was reading the conversation correctly, Mistress Nava was about to kidnap a group of humans of her own.
I felt faint.
Aeris grabbed me around the waist, now in her Sprite Form, and hugged me tight.
“Go ahead, dear sister. I won’t be long,” Lilith said.
At her word, Mistress Nava took a quick step and leaped into the fissure, disappearing.
With a twirl of her wrist overhead, the Head Mistress called out with a melodic tone, “Come, my children. Follow me to your Living Quarters. We have much to discuss.”
The power of her allure didn’t charm me as it once had, but even if it was the same for the others, everyone obeyed.
Aeris and I were quiet as we followed along with everyone else. We were forced in that moment to acknowledge that we were nothing but the Head Mistress’s playthings. There was no choice.
No one hid as we made our way toward the Living Quarters at her rear. Zorik was there, and so was the dwarf. Lilith hopped from the ground to stand on one of our round dining tables near the kitchen. We lined up in a semicircle before her.
She spun, kicking up the base of her gown to show too much leg. I averted my eyes and she seemed to enjoy our mixed reactions. What was the meaning of her white dress anyways? Was it meant for Mistress Nava—for Lilith to declare herself the victor of their depraved bet? Or was it meant to speak to us that she was a pure motherly figure and had been taking care of us all along? Maybe she was what she seemed, an insane, millennium-old monster that had nothing better to do than try to come off symbolic.
“You all have done so well.” The grin never left her face. “Dwarf,” she said, turning to him.
All the defiance he’d shown us had bled from his face. He looked at her in utter humility. “Mistress,” he said, bowing his head.
“I will send a caravan that will arrive here in two days. Speak with my children, discover their needs, then go with this caravan to your people. You no longer have to fear that Sanctuary will be in danger, for they now have the Succubi’s full protection.” She didn’t wait for a response before moving on. 
“Now, men.” She singled out the guys, giving each of them a quick glance. For some reason, she passed over me entirely. “I am sending you builders to help repair this room and stabilize the ‘mana cannon’ that you’ve created. Russel.”
Russ waved from where he stood. I hadn’t known Russel was his full name, or had she just gotten it wrong?
“I name you Sanctuary’s foreman.” An orb that shone with blue light suddenly appeared in her hand. It was a mana orb with far more power than anything we’d ever seen. “This will allow you to take possession of the dungeon and speed up production as the Maze’s mana catch is repaired.”
She tossed it and Russ snatched it out of the air. He was staring at her blankly, knowing that she’d just stripped me of my title of dungeon master and given it to him.
“You will need the extra help, because your Earth Mage is coming with me.”
We all reacted with the same mind, scurrying like ants to place ourselves in front of Clarissa.
The Head Mistress wasn’t displeased at our response. “Don’t worry, children. The rest of the ladies are coming with her, so she won’t be all alone.”
I knew it was likely to get me killed but stepped forward anyway and cut her off. “Head Mistress Lilith!” I didn’t know what else to say so I just cried out her name.
She still didn’t look angry as she finally gave me her full attention. “Elorion, my dear boy. I have you to thank most of all for helping me to convince my sister to go along with this little project of mine. You will be handsomely rewarded, but…”
She stepped down from the tabletop, using a chair as a steppingstone, then took the last step down to stand a few feet away from me. She was no longer taller than I was, but height meant little. The smile left her face.
“You attacked and caused my sister pain. That cannot go unpunished.” With a flick of her finger, a rope of mana surrounded me much like Bind, the spell the Imp had used to subdue me when I was first kidnapped. 
It was a spell I should be able to break out of if I put enough mana into it, but I still hadn’t fully recovered. She had far more mana than me, so if it became a battle of who had the most, I would certainly lose.
“For a time, your leadership will be stripped from you and, as of this moment, you are banished from here.”
I began flying backward as if being dragged by an invisible force.
Wide-eyed, I saw the faces of my friends as they turned to me and watched in horror. Aeris was suddenly in her Wisp Form and flying toward me at a faster pace than my own. Before she could reach me, as if striking a wall, she stopped in place. The last thing I saw of her as I passed through the exit was the hope draining from her face.
The pace at which I flew only increased. Bursting into Fire Incubus, I struggled to free myself, but it didn’t help. I was dragged through the Inner Perimeter and into the Pits. Out the cavern our mana cannon had created I found myself weaving through the rooms of the Outer Perimeter. Primordial Cat took form, but even then I couldn’t even turn myself around. I was soon out of Sanctuary entirely where my trip came to a halt.
Dropping to the floor from a few meters up, the ground connected with my magma paws. I bounded forward immediately, clawing at an invisible wall. Ripples of distorted light echoed out from where I struck. It was no use. The way was obstructed.
Adding 10x Master Muscle Buff to Primordial Cat and my 10x Master Mind Buff, I tore into the barrier over and over again, spending what mana I’d recovered. Only when I felt the drain wearing on me did I drop Primordial Cat entirely.
“Aeris!” I cried, hoping Richard’s magic was still working.
“I’m here,” she replied.
“Are you hurt?”
“No.”
“Calm now,” a voice said from behind me.
Spinning, I saw the Head Mistress’s Lich. No, this one was different. It was almost impossible to tell them apart by their cloaks, but through the mana realm there was an obvious difference though I couldn’t put my finger on it.
“Lord Darius was your master?” I said with an accusatory tone that I didn’t mean.
“Yes,” he replied. “When you’re ready, I will teach you to break through this barrier. But you have a long way to go.”
“No. I have to get through now and save my friends. If you know a way, help me!”
“Save them from what? Their training?”
“What?”
“Elorion, stop. It’s okay. Listen to him,” Aeris said as if she’d heard everything he said. “As soon as you were gone, the Head Mistress began to explain that you were just being sent off for training and not to worry since you’d be back. I’m—I’m to go with her and the other girls for my training in the succubi city. You guys can’t go there for the obvious reasons.”
“You’re intercepting our conversation?” I said, turning to the Lich.
He nodded. “I’m happy to show you how it is done. It’s actually not difficult when you know the trick.”
I turned my back on him and began pacing back and forth. “Aeris, I’ll speak to you in a minute. There’s a conversation I need to have.”
“Be safe.”
“You too.” Taking a moment to settle my nerves, I then gave the Lich my full attention. “Lilith said this was my punishment. Is that not true?”
“It is, but it is also your reward,” he replied, keeping his voice gentle and inviting.
“Go on.”
“You’ve had in your possession a Master Ring that belonged to Lord Darius. The Head Mistress would like you to fetch something that should be behind his vault. That is to be your punishment.”
Taking a step closer, I tried to see beneath his veil but there was nothing but darkness. “Why? We were going to check it out eventually anyway.”
“When exactly? When you thought you were powerful enough? Do you have any idea how powerful the vampires, even the lesser lords and their families, are? No. You had a dungeon to build and people to protect. If she didn’t force your hand it would be years, perhaps decades, before you got around to it.”
“So my reward is that I get whatever else is left in the vampire’s vault that she doesn’t want?”
He shook his head. “No. Although, everything else will be yours. Your true reward is me.”
I was left speechless.
“Lilith and I both agree that your destiny is sufficient for a Lich’s contract.”
It felt as if cold fingers ran over my shoulders and down my back. “What does that mean, exactly?”
“I don’t expect you to understand all that such contracts entail. First, you must know how rarely these contracts are made. Not even Mistress Nava has been able to form a contract with one of my brothers. The Lich were all once alive in a different form, and chose willingly to give their lives to become as I am. We all did it for the same purpose, and now we exist to pursue that purpose. We seek magic in all its forms so that we might one day see it for what it truly is.”
“If Mistress Nava hasn’t been able to form a contract then how was Lord Darius able to? Isn’t she more powerful than he was?”
“It is as you say. Lord Darius was abnormally talented for one so young, but Mistress Nava is far more powerful. Mixed with the great riches of an old vampire family, he went insane with arrogance. But he was also bold and had resources that the succubi do not, therefore it was likely I’d run across new magic in his service if he survived long enough. The same goes for you. Your master and I both believe that, if you survive, your path may lead to many forgotten secrets. Exactly the kind of secrets that I am looking for. I will serve you along your path. You will in turn share everything you learn with me.”
I lowered my gaze as I considered the numerous ways such a contract might backfire. “What if I don’t run into any of these secrets you are looking for?”
“You already have.”
I tried to look him in the eye to get some kind of read on him. It was no use. “I have?”
“Arcane Engineering isn’t as rare as your Wraith friend said. Any lesser being that is seeking the correct types of craftsmanship will be given it as a profession. But I will help you, and train you, as long as it takes for you to become powerful enough to accomplish what your master has asked of you. When, and if, our task is finished, we will build the Wraith a new tomb and you will allow me to interrogate him as long as I wish. His entire civilization revolved around the profession and they took it much further than any creature living today has.”
I caught myself nodding. If these creatures were really just after magical knowledge, it made sense that they would seek out those that might run across such secrets. Sharing the information seemed like a small price to pay considering I’d also have access to the same magic. “What about afterward? How long does the contract last?”
“Normally, it lasts until death. But if you succeed, we resurrect the Wraith, and I get my questions answered, I’d be willing to consider the terms met and our contract will conclude. You will still have the option for an extension, which I suspect you’ll take anyway. I must say, your Light Magic makes you well suited to this particular mission the Head Mistress has in mind.”
“There’s one problem. I don’t have the Master Ring. I left it in my room in Sanctuary.”
With a flick of his boney hand, an object flew toward me. I didn’t have to look at it to know what it was as I caught it. The Head Mistress really did have this all planned out. Not only had she been spying on us, but she’d shared much information with this Lich, and who knew who else.
“Go ahead and place it on your finger. It won’t provide you any benefits, but it’s designed to change with you during your Blue Magic transformations. You also have a long way to go before you’ll have to worry about damaging it.”
I slipped it on as he’d said. “What benefits would I get from our contract exactly?” I’d seen this very Lich make it possible for Lord Darius’s army to walk through a wall without destroying it. Considering the Head Mistress had a contract with one herself, it really didn’t take much convincing to persuade me of how helpful he might be.
“First of all, I can provide you with a safe place to train where your Light Mana won’t leak so profusely that you alert the entire region to your presence.” The undead creature lifted his hand into the air, then a stream of ethereal amber spilled out of him and began to coat the ceiling. In a matter of seconds it coated the walls as well, the invisible barrier, and then created its own wall to cut us off from the rest of the cavern.
I stared at it, blinking. With this single ability I could safely take the time to max out any new Blue Magic I received. Should I even bother to question whether it would do as he’d said? “How long will my mission take?”
“To get there, not long. A week if we take a straight path. But currently, you are too weak to succeed with any measure of certainty, so I recommend a few stops first. There is some Blue Magic you might find useful, and it’s time you choose a secondary School of Magic. It will take months, at least.”
“Will I be allowed to speak with my friends?”
“As long as we are in the range of your friend’s magic there is nothing stopping you. If we find anything that might benefit Sanctuary we can also bring it back for them to retrieve. So no, you are not completely cut off from them.”
At least I wouldn’t go crazy from spending all my time with a Lich.
Even if having him around made progressing much easier and kept me alive, this was still far more of a punishment than a reward. I would be unable to keep my promise. Thankfully, I was alive and so were my friends. But a week from now, if Aeris found a way to return to Sanctuary, I wouldn’t be there to greet her. I’d asked her to marry me because I knew of no other way to reassure her that I wasn’t going anywhere. That I’d be there for her whenever she needed, and that despite the unending danger, I’d always face it with her. The Head Mistress Lilith had taken that away from us and made me a liar. I’d never forgive her. One day she would regret it.
There was one more thing I had to hear before I could move on. “It was the Head Mistress’s Lich who told us to flee her dungeon. Looking back, it’s obvious that he lied to us. He provided us with Zorik who led us to Sanctuary. This whole thing was a set up that he was in on with Lilith. So how do I know I can trust anything you say?”
“You can’t. But you can trust the magic contract that binds us as you will see. The Lich was able to lie to you because he was under Lilith’s contract, not yours. He is not able to lie to her. If there are any specifics you’d like to add to the contract that would make you more comfortable, negotiations are now open.”
There was no denying that I needed him. If someone at the Head Mistress’s level found him valuable, then he should be even more valuable to me once I learned how to utilize him. But I saw the danger that lurked in the fine print so I couldn’t let myself make any hasty decisions.
I began to catalog the variables I needed to consider but didn’t get far before I thought of the others. “Will the girls be safe?”
Folding his hands together, he gave it some serious thought. “I can make no guarantees that my judgment will be certain with my current knowledge, but if I had to guess, they will be safer than your friends that are staying in Sanctuary. I’ve never known a Succubus to favor females as food.”
The mention of the guys reminded me of an even more pressing problem. “Travis is a fledgling werewolf and our female mages were the ones keeping him locked up at night. With them gone, there could be trouble. Can I request that he come with us? In my werewolf form I can keep him under control.”
He shrugged his shoulders. “I don’t see any harm in bringing along a pet, but that is a separate matter from our negotiations.”
“I understand that. Could you please request from Lilith that he join us? I’m going to need a good amount of time to think on our contract.”
Bowing his head, he replied, “Very well. As I said before, I am with you for as long as it takes to complete this task, so take the time that you need. While you think, I’d suggest you begin training any of your spells that are still lacking. Sometimes the repetition helps the brain.” 
It was good advice. He seemed anxious for me to begin my training. Perhaps my fears were misplaced. I decided to do as he said and changed into Primordial Cat Form. Even if his contracts were generally fair, I wasn’t about to make any assumptions. I might as well bring the others into the conversation and pose to them my dilemma. Khaba should be contacted as well. One day, once we were all back together again, having our own Lich might mean the difference between life and death. If I was going to do this anyway, I might as well do it right.
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