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Chapter 1 – Blowing Off Steam
As much as I should’ve been considering the contract with the lich, my mind was too preoccupied with having everything taken from me. I hadn’t felt so human in weeks—maybe months. Despite my Intelligence and Wisdom stats being off the charts, they just weren’t enough to allow me to ignore my plight.
There was no logic behind what I did next. It couldn’t rightly be called training. I allowed the feeling of betrayal to drive my magic, but it wasn’t alone. The blood that gushed from the still open wound in my chest at having Aeris taken from me sharpened my magic’s bite. In Primordial Cat form I didn’t move from where I stood, yet the power that flowed through me and into my surroundings possessed more thermal destructive force than ever before.
Both my unconscious and conscious will had always kept my magic reined in while I tried to direct it. No longer. Like raging fire, my power burned in every direction with no care for what it devoured. If it wasn’t for the cube-shaped shell that the lich had raised around us, this cavern would have melted and collapsed in seconds. It was only when my mana tanked that I fell semi-unconscious and changed back to my human form.
Periods of meditation came and went. I spoke to my friends and even Aeris as she was carted off to the Succubi city. They gave me advice on what they thought I should do about the contract, but I didn’t want to discuss it. I thanked them and filed away what they said for later. The lich was allowing me to take my time to consider his offer, so I would. Power leveling my spells was also his idea, so I just gave myself over to it for a time without thinking of much at all. My goal wasn’t even to improve my magic. I let it all go.
I was more in my right mind later in the afternoon. I wanted to contact our goblin friend but doing so would give away his existence if the Head Mistress didn’t already know about him. There was no sure way of finding out what they knew without asking and I wasn’t about to do that to him after all the help he had been.
In one sense, my fight with Mistress Nava had been a victory. We’d survived. In another, the rewards of victory were missing—the experience, loot, and bonus stats that would normally come with defeating such a creature. It didn’t feel like a victory at all. The only incentive I had received from the fight was that Primordial Cat Form had leveled from 95 to 96. It seemed that getting blown up while in the form had been exactly what it needed to progress. As if to mock me, after all my raging about, it leveled up again to 97. Only three more levels until 100.
The lich had kept to himself since I’d begun, only speaking if I asked a question. He didn’t have any trouble dealing with my form’s power, for he passed through the amber wall of his spell at will. When he entered my training cube without me saying anything, I was sure his patience was wearing thin. Instead, he informed me, “The wolf has arrived.”
The amber energy field pulled back from the Head Mistress’s barrier that was still standing between me and Sanctuary. I saw Travis cautiously approaching. He was barefoot and shirtless in knee-length shorts. I knew his gear was already secure in his inventory. He was preparing for his change. When his eyes drifted down the barrier and found me, his face lit up and he stiffened his posture before walking forward. He didn’t even lift a hand to test the barrier but pressed into it, forehead first. It seemed to slow him as it flexed toward me like a spider’s web might against heavy prey. After a moment of tension, it released him, and he slipped right through.
Looking back, he examined the barrier for a moment before turning back to me. We shared a look but didn’t say a word. We knew what each other were thinking. He seemed to deflate now that he had finally found me. Kylie was gone and he had no idea what to do.
“You are Travis, yes?” the lich said suddenly.
He nodded his head, acknowledging the monster for the first time.
“You will be transforming soon.” It wasn’t a question. “I’ll make a second territory so that Elorion can keep training. It will keep you from being a nuisance.”
Travis didn’t object or take offense. He didn’t look to have much fight left in him.
The lich closed his amber enclosure once again and created one almost identical to mine right next to it. Both of them covered the cavern walls, floor, and ceiling, so that they were like two large honey-colored bubbles blocking the exit to Sanctuary.
Travis trudged across my territory and entered the one the lich had set up for him. I watched as he sat down and just waited for his werewolf to take over. I didn’t go back to training right away. Instead, I watched my friend who was feeling dejected, because I’d been too weak to stop a couple of old succubi ladies from taking the girls. The thought inflamed me once again.
“He won’t be of much help to you in his current state,” the lich said. Before I could rebuke him for his lack of understanding, he clarified that he wasn’t talking about Travis’s emotional state. “I was first going to advise you to seek out your next school of magic to strengthen a few of your shortcomings, but for him to be of use, he needs at least one school of magic to improve his martial abilities.”
“Is his current mana neutral then?” I replied.
“Not exactly. I’m sure you know that his blood flows with the same Light Mana that flows through yours. But when he draws upon it, he doesn’t have the ability to draw it out in its true form as you can. Instead, he leeches power from it which lacks any of its innate characteristics. That leaves it in a state that is less than neutral. You have learned Alpha, yes? What are its properties?”
Narrowing my gaze, I tried to see under his hood to sense any ulterior motive but was still unable to see him. Shrugging, I answered, “It seems to have a natural propulsion and explodes on contact.”
“Good. Neutral Mana contains the highest amount of what is generally referred to as Force out of any School of Magic. It’s what makes it useful. Most schools have varying degrees of Force, but also other characteristics. Part of your training will be to memorize these characteristics and the many ways you can manipulate them. The game of elements is like a beautiful tapestry that is always changing with almost limitless possibilities. If you master it, then I won’t have to teach you how to break the Head Mistress’s barrier. You’ll already know.”
I didn’t expect to find myself in the middle of a lecture. Let alone one that I was actually interested in. That helped steer me back to the real problem at hand. The lich’s contract. There was no doubt that he had the one thing that I couldn’t live without. Knowledge of the Underworld.
It was then that Travis began to change into his werewolf form. Just as before, it was extremely quick. In a few seconds, he was fully transformed. Instead of his normal uncontrollable rage, he rolled over onto the floor where he’d been sitting and curled up into a moping ball.
He was like a dog that had lost its best friend. Blinking away newly forming tears, I turned to the lich.
I already knew most of what I wanted the contract to say despite not spending much time thinking about it. There was one underlying issue though that I didn’t think could ever be reconciled. What if the lich was already under contract with the Head Mistress and was able to sign a second magic contract with me because her contract allowed it? But, in the fine print of hers, it also gave him freedom to betray me any time? If her contract with him could override my own, regardless of any extra stipulations, mine would be worthless. I didn’t know if one contract could override another or protect a person from a second one. There was no way around having to trust the lich, which might just mean putting my faith in the Head Mistress once again. I’d do it, but I’d hate every second of it.
Instead of giving in to my inclination to just get it over with, I addressed him. “After getting Primordial Cat Form to level 100, I’ll be ready to negotiate.”
The lich nodded. Knowing it could be a few days before I was ready didn’t seem to bother him at all.
It was time to gather my thoughts so I could get this contract over with. Getting Primordial Cat Form to 100 likely wouldn’t give me any big evolution, but it would make the form a little less costly and slightly more powerful. Even if I wasn’t able to use it to defeat Mistress Nava, I’d been able to hold her down for a number of seconds, so I had at least one trump card.
Glancing at Travis once again, I swallowed a knot forming in my throat. A moment later, liquid fire filled my veins and I began to transform.
 



Chapter 2 – Getting Focused
“Aeris. Is it safe to talk?” I said using Richard’s long-distance communication ability.
“For a moment, yes,” she said under her breath.
“Are you safe?”
“I really don’t know how to answer that… Elorion, the Head Mistress paraded us through the city. The succubi—there were thousands of them—and they weren’t exactly hostile which startled me. We were more of a curiosity. And this place is like nothing I’ve ever seen. There are miles of skyscrapers except everything is made of stone and the buildings are like grand palaces from some fairy tale. The streets are spotless cobblestone—and the light. It’s as bright in the city as if it were noonday on the surface. Somehow they’ve created their own sun. It isn’t like your Solar Magic, or a Light Orb. It’s a real star, just smaller, that’s always active overhead. There is something peculiar about it though. And this place makes the Belly look tiny.”
“But you feel safe?”
“No. El, I don’t know how to say this, but the Cavern Level is on a completely different plane from the Dungeon Level. The succubi—even the weakest ones are at Lady Contessa’s level. And on average they are many times more powerful than she was. If just one of them decided they didn’t want us here… Look, if the vampires are as powerful—Elorion, you can’t beat them. Please, don’t rush trying to get back. Take your time. Do things right.”
“You don’t have to worry about me. Be wise and stay safe. Where are you now?”
I imagined I could hear her smile, as reluctant as it might have been. “I will. She took us to the Nursery.”
“The what?”
“It’s not what it sounds like. It’s a school where female imps become succubi and are given their initial training. It’s incredible. The baby imps are given small creatures to kill on their first day of life and progressively stronger mobs are given each following day. They reach level 100 in a few weeks before they transform. They never look like human children but teenagers—maybe. The baby imps are kind of cute though. Then the new succubi are led to discover their talent and their magic training begins. The Head Mistress is having us join one of the groups of fledgling succubi.”
“A few weeks? And I thought we had it easy.”
“Right? It really doesn’t compare. During training, they are handfed mobs until they are close to level 1,000. Then they are considered adults and go on to apprenticeships of some kind. Lady Contessa was just that, Mistress Nava’s apprentice.”
“That doesn’t sound too bad,” I said, purposely ignoring the topic of Mistress Nava and the real danger that might be lurking there.
“It’s not terrible. Take your time and use the lich for all he’s worth. When we finally get back together…” 
“I’ll have picked out your ring.”
“Elorion…”
“I know, Aeris. Focus on what you have to do to survive and get stronger. I’ll do the same. Keep your eyes open.”
“I will. I have to go. I’ll talk to you soon.” With that she was gone.
I turned my attention back to Travis who was still in his Werewolf Form. He was no longer lying there curled up but pacing back and forth on his hind legs like a human. I knew the war that was raging inside him between his humanity and the beast. He hadn’t lashed out once in the last six hours, so I wasn’t about to buff his Wisdom and Intelligence when he was doing so well on his own.
“Your woman is right,” the lich said. He’d stepped through the amber barrier a moment ago as my conversation with Aeris was ending. I was sure he’d heard the whole thing, so I wasn't surprised when he admitted as much. “The Cavern world is much different than the Dungeon Level. This place is like the basement where the rats fight one another over every scrap. Though there are a few more stops that you will need to make down here before you’re ready, the Cavern Level is our ultimate goal. You’ll never find enough powerful enemies down here to become strong enough to finish your quest.”
Bringing up my base stats, I gave them a once over before responding. “Be honest with me, lich. How do I compare to the succubi?”
Character Sheet
Level: 802
Health Points: 335,216 (+3,059)
Mana Points: 368,299 (+3,683)
Mana Per Minute: 10,268 (171.1 Per Second)
Attributes
Strength: 3274 (+31)
Dexterity: 3,143 (+30)
Constitution: 3,059 (+30)
Intelligence: 2,243 (+22)
Wisdom: 5,134 (+50)
 
There was no audible laughter, but I could’ve sworn his breathing gave away a held back snicker. “If I was to only consider your level, you’d be little more than a child. Your abilities make up for that to a certain extent. But your woman was wrong about one thing. Succubi don’t consider their own to be adults at level 1,000. That is when they obtain the title of Lady and the pride of their people. At that stage, they look upon them as learning children. It isn’t until level 10,000 that they are considered adults and given the rank of Dame. The title of Mistress comes later and is only given when a succubus gets their first stat, generally Wisdom or Intelligence, to 100,000.”
I took a step back, feeling suddenly like I needed to sit down. “That means Mistress Nava…”
“No, child,” he said, swaying to the side as if to give me a look of pity. “Mistress Nava is an elder succubus. She has at least two stats at 100,000. She was toying with you when you faced her. You know this. But to answer your question plainly. At your best, you might compare to a succubus that has just reached the rank of Dame. You surprised her with your ability, but she was never in any real danger, even against the mana weapon you created.”
Whatever was keeping me on my feet started agreeing with my head, and I plopped down onto my rear. I was in my human form with my skeletal armor covering my lower half. There was a hard clank as bone collided with the amber energy shield that hummed as a thick layer over the floor.
“How are we supposed to survive this…” 
I wasn’t asking him, but he answered anyway. “You probably won’t, but if you do, you’ll do it by taking one step at a time.”
Shaking my head, I was starting to feel as Travis looked. “What about the Head Mistress? How powerful is she?”
He seemed to be trying to mimic me by shaking his head, but it was as if his neck was too stiff and his entire form shook instead. “That’s impossible to say. I’ll give you my best estimate. In your human form, you might be considered to have reached level 1 if 100 was the maximum level. When you transform and are at full power, you climb to level 10 and take your place alongside the Dames. The earliest a succubus reaches the rank of Mistress is around level 20. Mistress Nava is at least double that, if not level 50 or 60. Only the greatest of succubi reach level 100. They have 100,000 in every stat or have focused on a few stats and have pushed them to unfathomable heights. The Head Mistress hasn’t just reached the maximum level, she is beyond it. Remember that it’s not just levels that allow a person to grow in power. After a thousand years of draining the life of countless victims, it's impossible to know how powerful she has really become unless you were there with her on the entire journey.”
There was no use saying it, but I did so anyway. “So it’s impossible to kill her.” As soon as the words slipped from my lips, I knew it was something I shouldn’t have said. If this lich was indeed spying on me, then even hinting that I’d been considering what it took to take the Head Mistress’s life was a mistake.
He didn’t show any indication that I’d said something wrong. “No one is impossible to kill. There’s a reason why there aren’t any other succubi powerful enough to challenge her. The vampire lords, dragonkin and were-king are always looking for every opportunity to murder a monster of her stature. The Monster races aren’t alone. The dark elf princes and the dwarf nation of the Humanoid races would even fight together if they could destroy her—probably—they don’t exactly get along. The Beast races led by the minotaurs and orcs would also like to see her dead. And these are just the races that have large enough armies and powerful enough individuals to challenge her. The Underworld is a much bigger place than you realize.”
“Without you, a lich at my side, I don’t really have a chance. Do I?”
“No.”
“Then, I’m ready to negotiate.” I’d said I was going to wait until I’d finished power leveling Primordial Cat Form, but after six hours I was already confident I knew what I was going to say.
A great power pressed down on me from above. Something like a cloud of crystalline smoke billowed out from the base of the lich’s robe. “Very well. Then I will officially introduce myself,” he said, rising up from where he stood until he floated many feet overhead. His hood blew back to reveal his true form. To the physical eye, he was just the skeleton of a man. Through Mana Sight, I saw the dull purple energy that clung to his skull like skin, and where his eye sockets were empty, liquid mana of every color spun in upon themselves like opposing streams that didn’t mix to create two orbs of power. They were unlike anything I’d ever seen and the mana inside them continued moving in constant, every-changing streams.
There was a great hiss that accompanied his words as he pressed his hand to his cloak-covered chest. “My name is Shamash. I offer you my service in exchange for knowledge. It is the knowledge of magic that I seek. You and I will share in all that you discover. Before negotiations take place, you must first hear the law of the lich.
“The lich do not kill except in self-defense.
“The lich do not gift magic, only knowledge.
“The lich will save a life only once.
“The lich are forbidden from breaching any contract.
“These rules cannot be broken. Do you have questions?”
Taking a deep breath, I nodded. “I understand.”
He began sinking down from his risen state overhead until he was only a foot from my face. Stepping back with a spin, his hand swept across the floor as he bowed. A table of stone with two matching chairs appeared behind him. “Come, child. Join me and we will discuss your future, and mine.”
 



Chapter 3 – The Lich’s Contract
Sitting across the table from the undead lich, I wasn’t repelled by his look but entranced. The many kinds of magic that swirled around the balls of his eyes should’ve been reacting with one another, but somehow they held their own form. It was as if he was putting on this spectacle of mana control to further humble me as the negotiations began.
“The typical contract is simple,” he said. 
I found it impossible to know what he was looking at by looking at his eyes for he had no pupils, but I was able to feel his gaze like a gentle force. Whether it was for effect, or just how his eyes worked, everything about him exuded power. Power that I needed.
An unrolled scroll of aged parchment appeared in his hand. As he turned his hand palm up, the scroll began to unroll itself. At first, it was impossible to read the language that was written on its surface. It was a handwritten script that flowed from letter to letter with numerous sharp turns making it seem vulgar. It was gone in a moment. The script rearranged itself into English. It was impeccably handwritten cursive.
“Magic contracts do not allow for loopholes in the same way you are used to on the surface world,” he continued. “This magic predates even the Lich. It’s governed by what we call the spirit of the law. When a party adds a condition, the contract doesn’t just copy the letters that are written, but also the person’s intention. That makes it almost impossible for either party to cheat the other. Study it for a moment. It will appear in a language that you can understand.”
I did as he said.
The Lich’s Contract
 
In accordance with the Law of the Lich, Shamash hereby offers you his service in exchange for any and all knowledge of magic that is discovered during your time together.
After retrieving the requested item from Lord Darius’s Master Vault and returning it to Head Mistress Lilith, you agree to build a new tomb for the Ireki Wraith and resurrect him. At that time, Shamash will be given full access to the Wraith to question him at length. When all of his knowledge is extracted, this contract will be complete, and a new contract must be established if both parties wish to continue their partnership.
Shamash agrees to help Elorion in his travels to the best of his ability.
 
The law of the Lich was listed below. It was all written in surprisingly plain language and didn’t try to overly define every term listed. There was one more section at the bottom of the page.
The penalty for breaking the above agreement is as follows. A self-imposed tracking spell will be cast during the signing of this contract. It will activate only if the contract is broken and will continue until both parties meet face to face and a resolution is made.
 
The penalty was far different from what I expected. There was no sudden death spells or bodily harm clauses. I couldn’t tell how it was much of a penalty for him. If he betrayed me, what exactly could I do to him if I did follow the tracking spell to find him? When he said that I was still a young child at best, I believed him, and knew that he was far beyond me in power. 
The conclusion I’d come to after spending time thinking about what I should add to the contract was that it really didn’t matter. If another contract he’d already made overrode my own, there was nothing I could do about it. I’d still try.
“You’ve said that there is no exception to the Law of the Lich, but wouldn’t it benefit you simply to teach me magic?” I said, studying his reaction.
The purple energy that made up his cheeks pulled back, drawing his mouth into a fine line. “Even so, this is the law that lich live by.”
Just as if I’d met a genie, I continued to press him. Sure, I couldn’t wish for more wishes, but I had to at least try to wish that I could wish for more. He didn’t give way.
“What of the penalty? If you break our contract, or betray me, will you then teach me magic?” I said.
“Yes,” he said immediately.
“What? Yes?”
“If I break our contract then I’ve already broken the law. When a Lich comes into being, they are created through a similar contract. If I break our contract and in so doing break the law, I die. In the time before I perish, it is only fitting that I pass on what I can.”
It felt cruel saying it, but I asked anyway. “Can we add that to the contract?”
It was possible that what he was telling me wasn’t true, or that his contract with the Head Mistress would override it, but I wasn’t so certain of his betrayal any longer. If a lich were created through a magical contract, then wouldn’t the one that he signed to become a lich be his first and override one with Lilith? Either that, or I was just overthinking everything.
He agreed to add it to the penalties section. That wasn’t all I had added. You will be loyal to me above all of your past partnerships. If someone comes along that shows more promise of discovering magical knowledge than I, you will remain loyal to me until our contract is complete. You will never knowingly lie to me.
 
As I made my list, he reassured me that it wasn’t necessary, but added them to the contract anyways. The contract wouldn’t just copy the author’s intention, but the intention of both parties and only allow the contract to be signed if they understood one another.
Travis had transformed back into his human form before we were finished. It had taken longer than I thought. Instead of requesting to join us, he stayed in his own territory willingly. He dressed himself and didn’t seem to be paying us much attention. Instead, he pulled a practice spear from his inventory and put his abilities on display as he trained.
When it came time to sign, the lich first signed himself then held out the pen he’d written with. It was perfectly smooth and round with a bone white shaft. As I took it from his hand and he slid the contract in front of me, I felt as much as I saw that the pen was actually made of bone. Its tip was as sharp as that of a needle, but it had never touched the page as he made his strokes. It produced some kind of mana ink.
Shamash warned me before I used it. “Signing your name will activate the contract and also pull the necessary mana from you through the pen to cast the foundation for the tracking spell. As it says, it will only activate if the contract is broken.”
With a nod, I pressed the pen to the paper and its tip glowed with green mana. I felt it drain me of a small bit of energy that it used to power itself. It was interesting to know that it could use my Light Mana and convert it to Nature.
As I lifted the pen from the page, the contract flashed brightly for only a second before returning to what looked like a normal piece of parchment.
“And it is complete,” the lich said before rolling it up and placing it in his inventory. “Now, I’d recommend you complete your power leveling for your Primordial Cat Form. After that, we must decide which school of magic would best suit your friend. Our choices are limited on the Dungeon Level, and whatever he chooses will limit what he’ll be able to do with other elements. You will also have the option of learning the element he chooses, but are you familiar with how learning one school of magic will limit what you can learn with the others?”
“It’s been a while, but I’ve read a book that explained it. I believe the author was Boris Cuddlehead…”
“Coddlehead,” he corrected me. “That werecat was as much of an egomaniac as the rest of his race, but his explanation should be sufficient. When you reach your form’s max level, we will discuss it further.”
“Very well. Is there anything Travis can do to improve his training while he waits?” One of my many stipulations was that the lich would help my friends in the same way he would me unless I said otherwise.
He’d returned his hood to its place over his head. “Not much, but I’ll help him where I can.”
“Thank you.”
“I won’t ever need your thanks, only knowledge. It’s not necessary for you to waste your words…”
I shrugged. “I don’t see it as a waste. I’m thankful, so I say thank you.”
He bowed his head as if accepting what I’d said, even if he didn’t agree.
I walked with him to the edge of the amber bubble he’d closed around us. Through it I saw Travis who was deep in training. With a wave of his hand, the lich drew back the energy field so that we could walk through. Travis stopped the moment the opening appeared. He’d been waiting.
“Hey,” he called out. “Are we leaving?”
“Soon,” I said. “I have a little training left to do before and Shamash here might have some advice to help you out.”
He turned to the lich, narrowing his eyes. “Okay…”
The lich floated toward him and I left them to return to my own training territory. Travis might not be comfortable learning from the lich, but he was as pragmatic as I was. He’d take whatever he could get. 
The contract with the lich was signed. Now I had to figure out how to manage training and my limited time. The longer it took me to finish this quest, the longer I’d be away from Sanctuary and Aeris. Once I’d finished, I’d return to the Head Mistress’s Labyrinth and pay her a visit. One way or another, I would get my fiancé back.
Glancing back at Travis, I thought of Kylie. It wasn’t just Aeris that was gone, but half of our entire party. Heat took over.
 



Chapter 4 – Quest Difficulty
Heat licked against the amber forcefield that hid me from the outside world. Like the tongue of a fire demon, the heat jumped off of me, lashing about in its lustful dance, but never finding satisfaction because its way was blocked. It had taken me two full days to finish off the last couple levels of my Primordial Cat Form. I felt my form start to diminish as the tongue of its heat whimpered and soon faded.
Primordial Cat
Level: Max
Cost: 20,000 Mana Per
Second (2,000 with buffs)
HP: NA (See Magma Manipulation.)
Strength: +10,000, +100% Strength
Dexterity: +10,000, +100% Dexterity
Special Abilities: Body of Magma, Magma, Manipulation, Magma Regeneration.
Body of Magma: Your body is transformed into one that consists entirely of magma. 
Magma Manipulation: Because your being exists within a magma state, you have full control over the magma itself. Harden or soften your body at will.
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.
Note: You do not take damage to your HP. Any attack that removes or separates magma from your body leaves you weaker.
 
It was only possible to push this form so far because of my Master Mind Buff. It allowed me to buff my Wisdom past 10,000, giving me a colossal boost in my maximum mana and mana per minute. It also pushed my Intelligence to 7,215, just 2,785 stat points from 10,000 as well. One thing hadn’t changed with my Light Magic Mastery. There was a limit to how far I could push my buffs. Pushing Master Mind Buff a little harder to reach that 10,000 was still too costly. To add another 300 stat points to the 10x Master Mind Buff I was using would cost twice its current mana. Then for each additional 300 stat points on top of that it would double again with each linear increase. In order to reach 10,000 Intelligence I would need to push my buff to 18x, which would cost an insane 19,660,800 mana per minute. It was technically possible, but I’d run out of mana too quickly to make any use of it. With enough leveling it would eventually become feasible. But going even further and pushing my stats into the 100,000 range was literally impossible.
Shamash stepped through the energy barrier with Travis in tow.
“Congrats, man,” Travis said. I noted that his normal lightheartedness was still missing.
The lich’s enthusiasm surprisingly made up for it. “Very good. Both of you. It’s been decades since I’ve had such willing pupils. Now we must discuss your next steps.” He brought his boney hands together and rubbed them. It sounded like the grinding of teeth.
I wasn’t exactly sure how I was supposed to respond to the eerie display. I saw it written all over Travis’s face that he was thinking the same thing. In the end, I managed a kindly grin.
“Come,” he said, waving me closer. “There’s something you both must see.”
I closed the distance between us to stand before him.
Looking from one of us to the other, the lich seemed to be considering us for a moment. “I’m going to cast a spell that will allow you to see a memory of mine. Because it affects the mind, it won’t work unless you allow the magic to pass through your mental defenses.”
“Hold on,” I replied. “There’s magic that affects the mind? Like mind control, confusion, berserk…” I’d wondered in the past why the Underworld seemed to be lacking mind altering spells that were so common in roleplaying games.
“There is, but they aren’t commonly used for any practical purpose. Even the weakest creatures have an innate defense against intruders. Some beasts can be controlled, but any creature with sentience is practically immune. If someone were to try to force their way into your head with excess mana, the mana itself would harm your physical body before it would ever affect your mind. In other words, a powerful creature is more likely to kill a weaker one when trying to force their way in instead of actually gaining access.
“There are ways around this, of course. To control someone, become more powerful than they are and force them into submission without mind control. If you want to confuse someone, use magic that affects their vision or that attacks their internal ear. For berserk, taunt them or call their mother names. The best way to affect the mind is to attack it indirectly, not by trying to force your way in with magic.”
On one hand, I heard what he was saying and understood it, but on the other, after seeing how powerful magic was in the Underworld, it didn’t make a lot of sense. Compared to some of the most over the top fantasy games, magic here was incredibly powerful and games with even less powerful magic often included mind altering abilities. Yet he was saying that even the most powerful creatures couldn’t directly affect a weak creature’s mind… I suppose it was something to rejoice about if it was true.
“What about Force Learn?” I wondered aloud. “When used, it’s like I’m transported inside of a person.”
“Yes, but do you have access to the person’s mind?”
I shook my head. “What about Lilith’s unnatural attraction ability she can turn on and off?”
“That’s not magic. The succubi are born with the ability to give off a chemical that certain races are attracted to. The rest comes from her looks and body language. Once again, her ability affects you from the outside. She never gains control of your mind, but the ability I’m about to use will require access. It is only possible if you allow it.”
“What will you be able to do while you are in there?” Travis said. He seemed more curious than bothered.
“I will have access to many things, but you will be aware of anything I do and can repel me at will. That is another reason the mind isn’t often attacked directly. Except in cases of torture and the interrogation of spies, I can’t think of any other situation where it’s commonly practiced by the ruling races.”
“Torture, great,” Travis replied with a sarcastic grin.
“Sounds like fun,” I said, nudging him.
His upper lip twisted up in a snarl as the werewolf currently hiding deep inside him made known its distaste. It was only there for a moment before he regained control.
“Let’s get it over with,” he said, shaking his head.
“Close your eyes. It sometimes makes it easier to relax your mind,” the lich instructed.
I watched Travis close his eyes before I did the same. I felt a cold boney finger rest gently on my forehead a moment later. A cloud of smoke appeared in the darkness under my eyelids. It expanded from a tiny artifact until it took over my vision entirely.
“You will feel a small pressure as my mana enters your mind. Let it in,” the lich said.
I was about to ask how exactly I was supposed to do that, when I found it far easier than I’d suspected. I just had to will it.
Lord Darius appeared before me as if he were standing only a few feet away. I nearly jumped back, but that would break the lich’s connection. 
What exactly was he showing us?
The zombie army that had arrived with him during his visit with the Head Mistress was nowhere in sight. It was just the vampire and the lich descending a long flight of stairs that had to be fifty feet wide. I could tell that the staircase wasn’t lit, but through the lich’s perspective I saw the area clearly through the mana realm that shone in a dark shade of purple. Dark Mana was everywhere.
The lich and vampire descended for another minute before they finally reached the bottom. They were immediately greeted by two guards. There was no doorway blocking them, only the largest pillars I’d ever seen standing on either side of the passageway. Each pillar had grotesque monsters carved into its base on every side. It made gothic art look tame.
From the shadows, out from behind the two guards, dozens of soldiers stepped up to create a path of honor guards. Each soldier wore obsidian mail under cloaks of darkness. Only their pale blue and grey skin gave away what they were—a whole company of vampire soldiers.
The lich’s voice sounded in my head as if he were standing right next to me. “To reach the Cavern Level in the Vampire Realm, this is the path you must take. It is guarded by sixty vampire warriors. These are members of the Tammaro family that have been in charge of defending the southern gate for the last few centuries. They’re not as formidable as the greater families, but they have large numbers and the least powerful among their ranks will be level 5,000. Most of them will be closer to level 10,000, and there will be at least one in their ranks, their commander, that is twice that.”
He held the image for a few seconds longer, before removing his finger from my head.
Out of reflex, I ramped Mana Sight up to full power and watched Travis blink away the images we’d just been shown. The tension in his jaw was plain as day.
Letting my time perception return to normal, I asked the obvious question. “How are we going to sneak past them?”
Travis began nodding as he tried to comprehend how we were going to pull it off.
“You aren’t,” the lich said. “You’ll have to kill them.”
We both froze as if we’d been slapped across the face with an electric eel.
“Come again?” I replied.
“There is no sneaking past the Vampire Gate. For all the Tammaro family’s failings, even their children are proficient enough to spot us trying to sneak through. Stealth and tracking are their specialties. You’ll have to trust me that killing them is the only option. Do you now understand why I’ve told you there are things we must do before attempting this quest of yours?” 
“This is going to take years…” Travis said.
“No. But it will take time. First, we must decide which school of magic will best suit you.” The lich motioned to Travis. “Then Elorion must decide if he will choose to learn the same element, or if we will search for another. The first school of magic you choose will be the most important decision you make behind your stat placement. Travis, for a person without any magical talent, it will define what you will become. In one sense, unlocking your First will give you a much larger jump in power than it will Elorion because he already has magic proficiency. You will be able to reach a full 80% mastery of whatever element you choose. Elorion will only be able to reach a 60% mastery with an element, or virtually 0% mastery with Dark Magic, according to Coddlehead. Although, this is where I’ll disagree with the werecat. It’s practically more like 20% mastery, and through a few Blue Magic tricks, you can push that as high as 40%. Such a jump will take years though to reach. So, before we leave, Travis, which school of magic would you like to pursue?”
He began scratching the side of his head, glancing in my direction. “Honestly, I like the idea of many of them, but it seems impossible to choose. Metal would make me really durable and I could create my own spear. I could also make it to my top speed and run into things like a wrecking ball.”
“Werewolves do seem to have a thing for heavy metal,” I said—unable to help myself.
 He snickered but shook his head. “I also like the idea of being a fire-wolf, or maybe a magma-wolf after seeing your giant cat form. Or maybe lightning… I just don’t know how things will actually work.”
We both looked to the lich. He hummed almost like a cat might purr before answering. “There are no wrong choices. Each school of magic will have strengths and weaknesses, not to mention unique uses. One drawback to searching for a school of magic now and not waiting, is that it’s impossible to know what your true form is, or if you even have one. Normally, it presents itself within the first 2,000 levels for most creatures. But that doesn’t mean we can’t make an educated guess. Your talents are in tracking and piercing weapons, yes?”
Travis nodded.
“Humans are scarce, and their history has been mostly lost, but you share much in common with dwarves and elves. Dwarves usually have a single strong talent and elves have many weaker ones. Humans fall somewhere in between. If we use their transformations as an example, though, then there are a few possibilities. You may develop Regal Senses. You won’t be able to see into the mana spectrum as a mage can, but your sight, hearing, or smell might be so enhanced that you won’t need to. Often it is only one of your senses that is heightened, but in rare cases it’s more than one. Being paired with a Piercing Talent is an interesting mix. Multiple talents are usually refined into a more singular focus during a transformation that mixes all of them. Yours might grant you Extreme Velocity or Space Tearing if you had piercing proficiency alone, but together it makes me think you’ll have some kind of enhancement to your aim—likely while you’re moving at high speed. Of course, I could be entirely wrong.”
I studied my friend as he took it all in. He already had what I considered some extreme abilities that he could pull off with his spear. If he did transform and it took all his observation skills and honed them to further improve his aim at high speed, that was certainly a positive.
“Will he receive an enhanced body?” I said.
“Yes, but it won’t be anywhere near as powerful as someone who has a talent in a physical stat like Strength or Dexterity,” the lich replied.
I saw my friend grimace out of the corner of my eye, but I knew it wasn’t as bad as it might sound. Eventually, some of our Dex fighters might surpass him in all-out combat against multiple enemies, but, if I was interpreting what the lich was saying correctly, against one monster, like a dungeon boss, his damage per second was going to be unmatched.
When we didn’t have any follow up comments, the lich continued. “Once your Werewolf Form is mastered, it will go a long way to make up for where you are physically lacking. Now, there are certain limitations on what schools of magic we have access to. Most of the oldest ones are on the Cavern Level and are protected like shrines by whichever race rules in that region. Those down here in the Dungeon Level are a bit trickier. The veins with the rarest elements have mostly been claimed or are currently being fought over. Either that, or they’re too far away from the races that would want access to them and have been overrun with monsters. There are a few close to us that would prove the easiest to gain access to. They’re veins of the most common elements: Earth, Water, and Dark. All three would be a powerful choice. Earth and Water would be good defense enhancing choices. Dark would be limited compared to the others but enhance your stealth ability. But I think your instincts are right. Fire or the sub-element Metal would both greatly increase your damage output. Magma isn’t a bad choice, but you’d need to greatly increase your Intelligence and Wisdom to get the most out of it. My recommendation would be Metal, for you could quickly form additional piercing weapons for offense and also harden your body to improve your defense. It’s the best of both worlds.”
I watched Travis’s mouth twitch into a grin. When he finally looked up from his contemplation, he had already decided. “Let’s do it.”
The lich stretched out his arms to the side then bowed. “I’m happy to be of service. There is one problem though. Metal is a rare sub-element and the only one close to us is going to be occupied by a tribe of a few thousand orcs. Do either of you have a Metal Magic Compass? We can search for another option.”
I shook my head.
“No,” Travis added.
“No matter. I do have the ability to track such veins, but a compass just makes the job more precise. The second closest Metal vein I can pinpoint is faint and to the south. A compass would give us a clearer signal and more information about other veins that have been discovered recently.”
“What’s to the south?” Travis said.
“It is open territory claimed by no one. Meaning it can be extremely dangerous at your level.”
Not liking the sound of that, I challenged him. “I thought you said that the Dungeon Level is like a bunch of rats fighting over scraps.”
“It is. Have you ever seen how big a rat can get after hundreds of years of eating everything in its path?”
“Fantastic!” Travis replied. “Rats the size of grizzly bears.”
“No.” The lich pulled back his hood to reveal his skull. His rainbow colored eyes of mixed mana were staring right at me. “Rats the size of dragons.”
Involuntarily, I whimpered.
 



Chapter 5 – Heading Out
Little Flaps was going strong. I was in my Crimson Incubus Form with wings outstretched and beating the air to stay about a meter off the ground. We were about to begin the first leg of our journey, but there was something that had been nagging at me since I’d been banished from Sanctuary. It had gone on the backburner because there were other more important things, but I couldn’t ignore it anymore.
Stretching with surprising mobility, Travis had just finished getting into his new suit of crimson platemail. It fit tightly against his body with no artistic flare that might restrict its movements. Seeing that I was giving him a curious look, he responded, “Russ’s doing. He repurposed some of the minotaur armor and added a 50,000 HP bonus—and it naturally has high fire resistance, so I’m less likely to get cooked while fighting at your side. The best part is it moves like cotton and is super soft inside.”
I inclined my brow in question.
“Well it is,” he replied.
“Are you ready?” the lich said, refocusing our attention.
Both of us replied in the affirmative, but I took the chance to ask about what was bothering me. “I’m concerned about Sanctuary while we’re gone.”
“Don’t be. Your friends now have Head Mistress Lilith’s protection.”
“Of course. But I’m more concerned about the projects we’ve started.”
“I can reassure you that she will provide them with all the resources they need.”
“I’m sure she will help them make sure everything is repaired, but I’m not sure if she can help with what I have in mind. At least, not unless she plans on staying in Sanctuary instead of returning to her palace.”
“Go on,” the lich said, floating up a few inches off the ground until he was eye level with me.
“I’ve been enhancing our crops with Light Magic which gives them Light Magic buffs. Feeding this grain to our Cave Swine has also given them Light Magic properties. I’d planned on creating a system that would provide our fields with Light Magic while I was gone…”
“If your dungeon doesn’t have access to a Light Orb, how were you planning on creating such a system?”
I suspected he already knew the answer. “Arcane engineering.”
The lich spun, bringing his boney hand to his hood-covered face. He flew back and forth like he was pacing and began talking out loud to himself. “Having an advanced food supply is common enough for large settlements, and especially rich ones. Light Mana is usually used by the monster and beast races as a drug, but for Light Magic humans—the benefits could be uncommonly good, even better than Dark Magic delicacies for the Monster races…”
He turned back to me and his hood flew off. “What kind of buffs were you getting?”
I explained to him the positive effect it was having on our stats, and how, even if they were limited by time, the longer the cave swine fed on the Light Mana infused grain, the more their buffs improved.
He tapped his boney chin. “Do you know the materials you need?”
“Not exactly.” I explained to him that I’d learned what I knew about the different kinds of minerals, metals, and crystals from my first visit to the wraith’s tomb.
“Even so. If we ran across the right materials, do you think you’d know them if you saw them?”
“Yes. And I know how to test them.”
He rocked to and fro. It was his version of nodding. “Then we will search for these materials as we go. I fear they’ll not be easy to find though. Just as Light Magic veins are among the rarest in existence, I’m assuming so are the Light Magic materials we need. Mining isn’t exactly my area of expertise. I do have a suggestion though. There is a fire vein that is on our way. It is much closer than the metal vein, but not officially in anyone’s territory—making it more likely to be cleared fairly often and not as dangerous. I was going to recommend we stop at a few dungeons anyways to increase both of your levels, but now we can kill two elves with one swing of a hammer, as the dwarfish saying goes. There’s no guarantee that what we need will be in the fire vein’s dungeon, but it’s the most likely place to find some beside a genuine light dungeon because of fire’s close relationship to light.”
Looking at Travis, I saw that he had no objections.
“Then let’s do it,” I said.
The lich floated back down closer to the ground and took his place at the lead. We would follow him on our journey, but he expected us to do all the fighting. When we did run across something, he’d stop and let us take the front.
“Do you want a heal?” I called out to Travis as the lich began to float as much as run across the ground.
“Not yet. I’ll let you know,” he replied with a wave as he raced after the lich.
I brought up the rear, finding it easy enough to follow the pace. After running around with Aeris, this was nothing.
 
***
 
I saw it perched upside down on the ceiling above us at over 100 meters away but didn’t say anything. I was still trying to get a gauge on how the lich spotted mobs, and what his limits were. It could be assumed that he used something similar to Mana Sight because he was a creature of magic. His entire existence was bent on searching for it in all its forms. It wasn’t until we halved the distance that he swung off to the side and let us continue on.
It wasn’t the first time we’d faced a monster or group of mobs since we’d left. This time was no different than the last dozen times. In a sense, the lich did warn us that something was there by moving out of the way but offered no other explanation. Each time, I’d let Travis lead the way and we’d run over most of the poor creatures that happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, crushing them with overwhelming power and speed.
The approach was nearly perfect for Travis since we were already running. Before he had simply sped up and impaled whatever we’d run across. I only took care of some of the stragglers that happened to be out of his range. We’d only briefly slow down to loot and I’d toss a Drain into the air to take what I could. I hadn’t received any stats from what we’d faced so far, but I couldn’t ever stop Draining or the stats I’d gained would eventually fade and no longer belong to me. Such was the life of a Blue Mage with Vampire’s Touch and Devour.
The creature hiding above was different than those that came before it. I’d only run across the same mob one other time. I watched Travis as he scanned the area. He was having trouble spotting it. 
It didn’t surprise me. The Drakyrd was like a mix of a lion and a dragon, black as night and sitting completely motionless. I was able to spot it well enough because of Mana Sight, but I also had learned from my first encounter with the monster. It had the ability to disguise its mana as if it was dead—its mana was wispy and failing, completely unlike a living creature.
Travis slowed when he was unable to spot anything. I lifted higher into the air but slowed with him.
“On the ceiling,” I whispered. “Directly above our path. Do you see it?”
Finally spotting the mob, he marveled, “That’s a mob? It’s not even breathing. Is it?”
Realizing it had been spotted, the Drakyrd came alive with a swirl from its dark magic aura.
“Remember this one? It’s able to play dead,” I replied as we upped our pace.
“Oh yeah,” Travis said, cocking his spear back in an underhanded grip.
Giving the creature a quick observation, I found something rather surprising.
Drakyrd
Level 1,067
HP: 47,611
Strength: 1,115
Dexterity: 3,621
Constitution: 899
 
“Careful,” I called. “It’s over level 1,000.”
“I got it. Back me up!” he said, increasing his speed even more.
We were closing in when the Drakyrd exploded from the ceiling. The power behind its jump sent it on a terrifying collision course with my friend.
Travis didn’t slow. A swelling of his mana ballooned from his legs and core.
I cranked Mana Sight to full power as Travis’s mana burst. It propelled him forward so fast that his entire form blurred during his last couple of strides, and, despite the speed the Drakyrd was flying, he had to leap to meet the creature in the air so as not to run underneath it. His mana moved from his legs and core, up into his shoulders and arm. Thrusting up, all the built-up energy he was holding back flooded into his spear and all the way up its shaft. Reaching the spear's point, the energy didn’t stop, but extended up to meet the lion-lizard.
The air resonated with a definitive crack. For a moment, time seemed to stop. Travis’s attack met with the monster, bringing it to a stop. His spear struck the Drakyrd dead center, piercing its ribcage. Using the creature’s momentum and weight against it, his attack punched a hole in the creature’s armor-like flesh and burrowed through it and out its back. Three full meters of energy spear shot out its top, leaving the creature impaled.
The world spun back into motion. The energy extension of Travis’s spear disappeared, and he pulled his physical spear out of the creature’s chest in a smooth motion. In the same movement, he flipped in the air, landing feet first on the creature’s side, and launched himself away before they both collided with the ground. Landing in a roll, Travis was on his feet a moment later at a safe distance.
I expected the creature to already be dead, but its Dark Mana burned brighter as it slowly came to its feet. Its serpentine maw was pulled back in a snarl. Its HP had been halved from Travis’s attack, but he’d also managed to leave it enraged.
It charged toward me on all fours as if it were going to pounce.
I let it come. From the corner of my eye, I saw Travis try to intercept it, but he was too far away to reach us in time.
Sorry, friend. This one’s mine.
It rocketed toward me to rip me from the sky. As it closed, my tail whipped around, swiping at its head in a cord of white light. It was a strand of Life Mana from my Light Surgeon Form. After a single swipe of my tail, its glow was cut off and replaced with a skeletal tail. A single beat of my wings with some extra strength pulled me back and out of the way of the creature’s momentum. As it dropped toward the earth, its head and outstretched paw fell away from the rest of its body and rolled awkwardly across the ground. The rest of it collapsed in a heap.
I glanced back at the lich. He gave me an awkward nod to let me know that I’d kept my Light Magic at an acceptable level so as to not broadcast that we were here.
“You’ve got to be kidding me,” Travis whined.
“Muahahahaha!” I gave what I felt was an appropriate Crimson Incubus response. Any hope of appearing menacing disappeared as Travis pulled back his faceplate and crossed his arms over his chest in protest.
He didn’t finish there. “I just put my life on the line to throw the perfect counter. But you’re just hovering there, flapping your wings like a giant red ladybug, and with a flick of your tail you kill it in a single shot. How is that fair?”
“I apologize for my awesomeness,” I replied. “I didn’t know it was going to work that well actually.”
“Of course you didn’t.”
“Quiet. Both of you,” Shamash said, catching up to us. He floated over to stand before Travis. “This is a perfect example as to why it’s so important for you to learn a school of magic. Elorion didn’t just pit Light Magic against Dark, but the right aspect of Light Magic, Life against Corruption. His tail possessed a higher concentration of magic than the Drakyrd had and his attack met little resistance because of it. Most elements won’t have the same level of effect, even against elements they’re weak against, but, in the right situations, your school of magic will give you an upper hand against enemies that are of an even higher level than you.”
Travis didn’t flinch back from our undead friend but stepped closer. “What is Metal’s opposite?”
I let myself drop to the ground to loot the Drakyrd as they spoke. It had nearly two hundred levels on me but hadn’t quite given me enough experience to level up. I’d likely receive some stats when draining it though. The loot I found wasn’t lying on the ground but was only visible thanks to Mana Sight and lodged deep inside of the Drakyrd’s torso.
“Since Metal is a sub-element of Earth, it shares Wind as its opposite. An element’s opposite isn’t always its weakness though. What do you think would be Metal’s weakness?” the lich said.
I was doing my best to listen because I too wanted to know the answer. Examining the Drakyrd’s corpse made that more difficult. I was looking for the easiest and cleanest way to get at what was inside. Instead of using a micro-transformation to gain access to Light Surgeon again, I’d test my Light Magic’s other variant to see how well it worked.
“Fire,” Travis responded to the lich’s question.
“Yes. But it was also a trick question. Fire, or heat, is able to weaken the structure of Metal, but Water could also weaken it by causing it to rust. The process takes much longer, but with the addition of Nature, the process could be sped up. Those are only a couple of possibilities. Nature is a sub-element of Earth and Water, but even sub-elements can be further refined. The specialty Acid could be used as a powerful counter to Metal.”
Stopping a moment before proceeding to burn the object out of the mob we’d just killed, I focused fully on what the lich was saying.
“Metal has its own counter to such attacks. As you master it, you will gain access and understanding of how to manipulate it and use different metals. You’ll be able to choose a metal with a higher melting point or one that is rust-resistant. In time, you’ll even be able to create alloys that would mix the characteristics of different kinds. The further you progress and the better you understand your element, the more formidable you’ll become.”
I saw that Travis was staring at the ground—humbled and captivated by the lich’s revelations about his chosen School of Magic. It made me realize how little we really understood. Up until now, we’d faced very few true magic users, and most of those that we had were just as weak and lacking in knowledge as we were. Once we made it to the Vampire Gate, that would change. Perhaps we’d even face more advanced magic creatures in the dungeons we were heading to…
Pushing my worries aside, my Laser cut into the Drakyrd’s side, slowly parting flesh and bone. “I’ve found something,” I said in wonderment as I realized what it was. I’d spent quite a bit of mana just to keep the creature’s blood from getting on me, but, when I saw what was inside of it, I plunged my hand in and grabbed it without care. Holding it up for the others to see, I couldn’t help but feel a bit giddy.
“Is that what I think it is?” Travis said, suddenly hurrying past the lich and hunching forward as if it helped him see it even from a dozen feet away.
“A lesser dark orb,” the lich said. “Is it the first you’ve found?”
I shook my head, feeling a bit confused. “We killed a Hell Hound that had one, but we’ve killed Drakyrds before and the others didn’t carry any.”
“They were weaker, yes? Lower in level?”
“That’s right.”
“And that is why. Many monsters can’t produce a true orb until they reach a certain level or have been alive for some time. Even lesser monsters like these have varying talents. Some may be physically stronger or faster, while others have greater concentrations of mana.”
As Travis reached me, he leaned forward even more until his nose was only a hand’s length from the Dark Orb. “Should we take it back to Sanctuary for the others?” he said.
“No need. This is not the last orb you’ll come across. I expect there to be many in the near future. They also have many uses outside of empowering a dungeon. If we find some Metal Orbs, they will even increase your chances of learning Metal Magic when the time comes.”
“You mean there’s a chance that I won’t be able to learn it?”
“No. You’ll be able to learn it, but it can take time. Orbs have a chance of speeding up the process. That is the true danger of learning new schools of magic. It can take days, sometimes weeks, to unlock a new one. The more elements you know, the longer it takes. Metal is also a rare sub-element, which can take even longer to learn. Since it's your first school, I’d guess it will take you about a week, maybe less with enough orbs. But while you’re at it, Elorion will have to defend you from every mob that wants access to the vein—and you won’t be able to help him fight without a big setback to your progress. Trying to unlock Metal will take all of your concentration and much of your strength.”
I deposited the orb as I took in what the lich was saying. In truth, I wasn’t worried about Travis while he was trying to learn Metal. My ability to restore my mental and physical exhaustion was the perfect ability for such a job. But what would happen when it came time for me to learn my new school of magic? Before Travis had joined us, I would have been alone with the lich to learn any new element. If it could take so long, how had the lich expected me to learn a new element and defend myself? With Travis here, that would make things easier, but I needed to make sure he became powerful enough to protect me. The lich might have some tricks in mind, but he certainly wasn’t willing to kill for me. He had to have some kind of plan, but then why was he saying I’d have to defend Travis? I watched the undead lich for a long moment. He had to be hiding something, but why?
Casting Drain, I was happy to see a new bunch of stats added to my Character Sheet.
+71 Dex
+5 Int
 
As we stood, I patted Travis’s shoulder and said, “I got you.”
Flipping his faceplate closed, he fastened it and gave me a knowing look.
Realizing it had been a while since I checked his stats, and after seeing his incredible counter, I asked to see his character sheet.
He was happy enough to show me.
Travis
Level: 471
Attributes
Strength: 307
Dexterity: 2,089
Constitution: 378
Intelligence: 139
Wisdom: 102
 
I first saw that he’d already placed his most recent stat gains in Intelligence as we’d discussed. Despite that, his Dexterity had also gone up 15, Strength by 5 and Constitution by 14. All of that was just from the natural use of his body and abilities—or working out. It was something that was impossible for me because I regenerated too fast for my muscles to break down enough to grow in the same way. I couldn’t exactly justify letting myself be jealous when I had so many of my own advantages.
“How does your Werewolf Form affect your stats?” I said.
“It doubles my Strength, Dexterity and Constitution, and gives me 298 HP regeneration per second currently,” he replied.
“It doubles them?”
“Yup.”
I knew his form would be better than my blue magic version, but mine gave me a max of 1,000 to each physical stat at level 100. After that, there were no gains to make. His would improve as he gained more physical stats, indefinitely.
“How does it scale?”
He pulled up his form’s details.
Werewolf Form
Level: 12
Strength: +112%
Dexterity: +112%
Constitution: +112%
Special Abilities: Bloodlust, Regeneration.
Bloodlust: The lust for blood has a clouding effect on the mind, making it difficult to think of anything other than your prey. As you master this form, you’ll gain control over your bloodlust and it will turn from an internal enemy to a well-honed weapon.
Regeneration: +298 HP Regenerated Per Second
Next Level:
+1% Strength
+1% Dexterity
+1% Constitution
+8 HP Regenerated Per Second
 
I stared at it blankly, not believing there was such a discrepancy between our two forms. His was incredible, making mine look rather blah—like watered down ranch dressing…
“You’ve gotta master this, man. Once you do, every point you put in Strength, Dexterity, or Constitution will be like adding 3 with a single click. I wonder, if your buffs push you over 1,000 will they give you the stat bonus? Are you going to add to your Strength and Constitution to find out?”
“No,” he barked, catching me off guard. “At least, not yet. I want to get control first.”
I knew his inability to control his transformation bothered him, but this was the first time he’d almost bit my head off while in his human form. 
“Sorry,” I said, offering him a soft smile.
Bringing his hand up to palm the back of his head, he sighed. “No. I shouldn’t have said it like that. Sorry, man.”
“No problem. Really. Tonight when you transform we’ll have to try something new. Let’s see if hunting mobs as a werewolf improves your control.”
Dropping his hand to the side, he looked up like he was stretching his neck. Even though he was hiding beneath his helmet, I could tell he was still disappointed with his reaction. He lowered his head a few seconds later—facing me. “Okay.”
 



Chapter 6 – Bloodlust
Before Travis transformed that night, we both had the opportunity to speak with the girls. As good as it was to hear from Aeris, it had the opposite effect I thought it would. Instead of relief, I felt the wound of my defeat reopen. The following night, it was the same, except it tore wider each time I revisited it.
Even though it didn’t hide my Light Magic signature as well as my Crimson Incubus Form, I used my Werewolf Form to hunt with Travis. There were a few adjustments I made, of course, including Magma Fist and Crimson Incubus Fist replacing my hands. The main reason was that it would speed my transformation and magic use, but also because it didn’t feel as gross killing weak creatures with my bare hands if I had an extra layer of magic between us. Werewolf Form was too intimate. I felt everything, which wasn’t something I enjoyed.
I also kept my Fire Incubus wings tucked tight against my back and my tail was ready in its skeletal state. Skeletal Armor covered me from head to toe—only my jaw, tail and wings remained exposed. I’d considered extending armor over my mouth to dissuade me from taking a bite out of mobs during our fights, but then I wouldn’t be able to speak well either. I’d just have to stay focused.
Doing so proved to be more difficult than I would’ve ever imagined. One unexplained ability of the Werewolf Form was how werewolves fed off one another’s bloodlust. When Travis engaged the enemy, his bloodlust pulled at me, insisting that I join him. I was able to keep control of my mind, at first, allowing me to make my own decisions, but the longer I fought in the presence of this primal instinct the more I had to admit that there was more to it than I’d initially thought. As time went by, I gave myself over to it—not completely, but I let it direct me like a composer did an orchestra.
This was Bloodlust’s true strength. Through its pull I could read Travis. I knew when he would attack and how. By our second night together, there was even more revealed. The anger I felt about not having Aeris here, about her being taken from me, made me susceptible to the ability in a way that wouldn’t have been possible if she were still present with me.
The brown glow of Earth Mana filled the wide tunnel before us and above. There had to be forty Earth Imps foraging in the immediate area that we’d just happened upon during our high-speed hunt. We’d already wiped out over a dozen groups of mobs in the first hour after his transformation. Since leaving Sanctuary, this was easily the largest and most dangerous group we had encountered. Still, they were imps, so either they were under level 100 and hadn’t transformed into succubi, or, what was more likely, they were under level 1,000 and hadn’t evolved to incubi.
Through Bloodlust’s connection, I could sense Travis was about to take advantage of the element of surprise and tear into the closest imp on our right. I took the left, crushing the life out of an imp with an overhand right. Striking him on the back of the head, he was dead before he knew what hit him. Travis was already on the next imp when I took a moment to observe the area and the responses of the closer imps. 
Bloodlust tugged at the corner of my mind and caught the thread of bitterness that had been growing inside of me. I allowed it to pull at the thread and it began to unravel. I could’ve stopped it, but I didn’t. As it took over, it was as if I’d breathed in blood itself and that my lungs were designed to inhale the stuff while I was in this Form. My control didn’t disappear but took a back seat to a different state of mind. Even then I could have pulled myself from the trance, but why should I? My heart pounded and it wasn’t alone. The heart of my friend thundered in perfect sync with my own.
Outside the scope of my vision, I became aware. I felt what Travis felt, just as he was feeling what I did. Bloodlust wasn’t as gruesome as I’d once believed. It was the joining of the heart and mind in the sole purpose of battle—of bringing death.
I watched myself as if seeing through another person’s eyes. The clean precision that I normally fought with was discarded, but in no way was it replaced with blind rage. Travis still held his spear, and my fist, tail, and magic were readily at my disposal. Mana Sight remained active, but only in its lessened state. Adrenaline sharpened my senses, propelling them to new heights. Instinct pounded on the drums of war, and we danced to its beat. I lashed out with my fists and tail at the same time. Fire spewed from my Crimson Incubus Fist, while Magma Fist reshaped itself into a long hardened spike. With my Strength and Dexterity, the imps dropped like sacks of meat. My tail’s end became a ball and chain, blasting bodies apart as it swung through the air. The spear of my other heart was there in the midst, fighting with me. At times we were inches from colliding, but even as I extended a fist of flame to melt a dive-bombing imp, Travis’s spear shot up as I drew my fist back, barely missing me and driving his spear up at two imps that were flanking us. Exploding from his spear was not one, but eight great spikes of power, skewering the imps like a couple of fish.
In a few moments, we’d blown through the room and left every other living thing in it dying and broken. Whether it had become so habitual that it was now a part of me, or my mind really wasn’t as given over as it seemed, I cast Forced Learn with sufficient mana to gain a new form.
You have learned Earth Imp Form!
 
You have gained a greater understanding of Earth Magic through the observation of multiple Earth Creatures. Inexhaustive list: Master Earth Elemental, Rock Lizards, Stone Giant, Rock Beetle, Earth Imp.
 
You have unlocked the Blue Magic Elasticity!
This greatly improves an Earth Creature’s ability to regain its shape even after constant stress.
 
You have unlocked the Blue Magic Malleability!
This greatly improves an Earth Creature's ability to manipulate its shape.
 
Note: These can be applied to Earth Magic Forms or those with similar characteristics.
 
As I turned to leave, Travis didn’t have to say a word. Our prey had fallen, and it was only appropriate that we take what was ours. That too was a feeling we shared. We looted quickly, I Drained the room, then we took off at a run. The hunt continued.
For four nights we continued that practice until we neared the Fire Dungeon. The connection Bloodlust provided us with went beyond the battlefield. The more we used its connection, the more we were able to feel. Between battles, when we looted and traveled, the connection remained strong. It allowed me to experience his emotional pain. How he missed Kylie, but also his uncertainty. I didn’t realize how committed I was to Aeris until I felt his apprehension. There was a part of him that hated his doubt. He sincerely believed she deserved better, but another part of him, the rational side, wasn’t yet convinced. After all, he’d only really known her for a couple of weeks. I wanted to know more, and perhaps later I’d ask, but at that moment, they were little more than feelings. True as could be but lacking the context of clear thought. It might be best to keep the discovery to myself.
Becoming aware of his feelings made me painfully aware of my own. It was true that I’d known Aeris longer, but a few months was still a very short time. Was it love I felt, or guilt? Aeris had gone out of her way to show me how self-centered I was being when I spent most of my time soloing or putting the entire group in danger when I approached Xaphan for the first time. Maybe it was immaturity that was leading me to confuse the thankfulness I felt toward this girl that had proven to be a true friend because I also happened to be attracted to her. Asking her to marry me had felt like the right thing to do at the time, but maybe I’d made a mistake in not waiting until all the life and death nonsense had settled down…
Letting Travis fight in his Werewolf Form had more positive effects than just him gaining greater control. As our connection developed so did the wolf’s trust. He’d never tried to attack Shamash, but, after he’d stopped moping around, he’d constantly been cold, even hostile, toward the lich. That improved as he became more aware of my feelings toward our guide.
Holding up his boney hand, it flashed with purple light. We came to a stop behind the lich, who’d turned to face us. 
The surrounding cavern was already lined with red, mana-rich rock, so I wasn’t surprised at Shamash’s words.
“We are nearly there,” he said. “Before we arrive, let’s discuss our strategy. The goal is to level up and find Light Magic materials. How do we proceed?”
Even though I couldn’t see his eyes, I could feel his gaze stop on me.
“Well… I’ll use my Crimson Incubus Form,” I replied, holding my hands out as if it weren’t obvious it was the form I was already in. “It will give me near immunity against fire and a big offensive boost in stats. Fire Magic won’t be very helpful, but I have Ice and Water Magic, and physical attacks should work.”
“And I have fire-resistant armor,” Travis added in his human form. “And an ice spear.” He pulled it out of his inventory, revealing a nearly ten-foot-tall shaft of deep blue steel with a foot-long bladed point with a sharp edge and a smooth extension that reached down over the top of the shaft. It almost reminded me of a poleaxe, but the extension of the blade was one with it and sloped down with no jagged edges. Perhaps it was more like a harpoon.
“No to the spear,” the lich said immediately. “Yes, it would be strong against fire, but the heat would also cause it to take much damage. Use it only against fire creatures as a last ditch effort and be prepared to part with it if you do.”
“Then what’s the point?”
The lich leaned closer to him but didn’t reveal its face. “This weapon would best serve against Nature or Water creatures. Its Chill ability would have great effect and it wouldn’t take much damage. It would also be good against Light or Dark Magic creatures, for those schools of magic wouldn’t interact with the Ice Element. Except for higher level creatures that we aren’t likely to see here, even fire mobs have a physical body so decent steel will do the job. If we get lucky, we may run across some discarded weapons that greater beings have left here. It’s about time we find you something better than this lesser gear.”
Travis and I shared a look.
“What do you mean by lesser?” I said.
“Since you left the Head Mistress’s dungeon, you’ve had to fend for yourselves in regard to armor and weapons. She’d designed the Bone Palace to continue your training, but also provide you with the necessary equipment. Her undead mobs and elementals were a part of a loot distribution system that would gift you with level-appropriate gear. When you left, you were only rewarded with whatever the creature you fought happened to be carrying when you killed them. The level-appropriate loot distribution is gone. If it wasn’t for your blacksmith, you would have been grossly underequipped. But even with his help, you have fallen behind. In the Dungeon Level, it is decent, but on the Cavern Level, it would be hand-me-downs for lesser slaves. Your armor is an exception. It would be given to a mid-tier slave.”
After he had thoroughly thrashed us with his assessment of our gear, we settled on our approach. Travis would be up front, and I’d stand at his rear. I’d heal and focus on casting while he’d take on lesser mobs and hold off greater ones. Because we had no idea about the dungeon’s design, we’d have to first explore to further refine our approach. Travis would map things out as we went and give us a dungeon assessment on its rank as soon as he had a reading on it. If there happened to not be any mobs that were too powerful for us, then we’d clear it entirely. If we ran across some that were questionable, we’d retreat and reevaluate. Only after we’d cleared the area the best we could would we start searching for Light Magic materials.
 “Take a moment to prepare if there’s anything you need,” the lich said. “I’d also recommend having a bite to eat. Who knows how long it will be before it’ll be safe again…”
It had been five days since Travis had slept. I’d let my buffs from the dried pork we’d brought fail yesterday, leaving most of the sustenance for him. I didn’t need to eat, and I could sustain him for quite some time with my Light Magic, but I wasn’t a substitute for food.
The lich threw one of his defensive territories around us as my friend ate. I just sipped on some water as I brought up my stats.
I’d gained 31 levels from the constant hunting, even if most of the creatures were of a low level. I’d also gained 60 Str, 61 Dex, 9 Con, 32 Int, and 22 Wis from all of the creatures I’d Drained. Most of those creatures I’d already fought numerous times, but the rarer ones, like the Drakyrd and the Earth Imps, had been kind to me. They had been even kinder to Travis who was closer to them in level. I’d effectively been power leveling him.
“What’s the count?” I said, showing him my character sheet.
A small piece of food jumped from his mouth as he tried to reply. He wielded a strip of the greasy dried pork in one hand and brought up his own character sheet with the other. Mouthing that he was sorry about the delicious projectile, he stopped trying to speak and just showed me.
Travis
Level: 561
Attributes
Strength: 500
Dexterity: 2,089
Constitution: 594
Intelligence: 200
Wisdom: 102
 
He’d gained a total of 94 levels since we’d begun. It was a good start. He’d gotten his Intelligence to 200, which did seem to be helping, but the most surprising thing was that he’d actually gone through with pushing his Strength and Constitution to 500 so that his Werewolf Form’s buffs would put them past 1,000. I already knew that doing so had provided him with the 1,000 stat bonuses. He’d doubled in size. Since he’d been in the middle of his transformation though, we hadn’t talked about it.
“So you decided on going for the 1,000 stat bonuses… They’re nice, right?” I said, approaching the topic as gently as I could.
The grin he gave me was rather encouraging. “Yeah, they’re incredible. I’m working on Constitution next. I’d prefer to have the HP bonus at all times.”
“That’s smart. So, you’re more confident with your control?”
He was about to take another bite but stopped himself. “When we are fighting together, yes. Alone? No, not really, but I can’t be selfish. You’re going to eventually need me to protect you while you learn a new school of magic.”
I hadn’t broached this subject with him, hoping he wouldn’t concern himself about it for the time being, but I should have expected that he’d already been thinking about it.
“I’m not worried,” I said, brushing it aside. “By then the Dungeon Level will be easy for us and Shamash can probably hide me in one of his giant eggs or something, so you can just spend the time power leveling.”
He laughed for the first time in days. “Scrambled eggs would be nice.”
A few minutes later we were ready to go. Travis had retrieved his normal spear that had minor Earth Mana attributes that would only add to its durability. Taking the lead, he started forward at a slow pace, and I followed behind. Shamash took up the rear. There was probably more I could be asking of the lich, but I was still leery of becoming dependent upon him. The information he was providing was already priceless. Until there was no other choice, I would keep it that way.
Finding the entrance to the Fire Dungeon, we felt the temperature increase as if coming to greet us. It was finally time to find out what veins of magic were all about.
 



Chapter 7 – Fire Dungeon
I didn’t know what I’d expected, but the dungeon entrance resembled little more than an offshoot of a larger cavern. It was a natural hole in the wall with no sign that anyone was involved in its creation. If it weren’t for the well-worn path on the floor’s surface, I would’ve suspected we were in the wrong place. There was also a feeling that came from that direction, although it wasn’t the same one I felt when dealing with large sources of mana.
“Do either of you have a Fire Compass?” the lich said.
I answered in the affirmative as I fetched it out of my inventory. More accurately, I grabbed my Magic Bag from my inventory and retrieved it from there. It didn’t exactly weigh much, but a weight reduction of 30% was nothing to scoff at when the full contents I was carrying were taken into consideration. I’d purchased a few compasses before leaving the Head Mistress’s dungeon. It was by no means a full set, and most sub-elements hadn’t even been available in the shop. The ones that I possessed were Fire, Wind, Water, and Dark. I technically had a Light Magic one too, but that had come with the purchase of a Light Magic manual and didn’t have much of the extra information that the other compasses did. Most of the ones we could purchase had the literal compass instrument, but also a physical map and detailed information about a number of known dungeons. It was the extra information that must have given it the extra cost.
I held the compass up when I had retrieved it.
“Good,” the lich continued. “It’s important that you know how to use one. Give it a try.”
There wasn’t much trying needed. The moment I held it up, I felt a slight tug from the instrument in the direction of the vein. Examining it closely, it resembled a wand more than an actual compass. The handle I held was made of Firazite. I recognized the ore from my time leveling Animation. I even had some in my Magic Bag, though it was in limited quantity. Near the end of the wand was a ball of varying shades of orange, yellow and red, with a face on it. There was a small ball inside in a precisely carved channel. As I moved it back and forth, the ball would move from one side to the other in the direction of the vein. It was simple enough to understand. There was only one groove at the end of the ball that pointed forward. If the ball inside lined up with the groove, that meant it was straight ahead.
“How do you tell it to switch from tracking one vein to another?” I wondered aloud.
“Give it a small surge of mana to switch from one vein to another,” the lich replied. “They will usually give you between three and ten readings depending on how many veins are in the region. To reset it to the closest one, give it a steady stream of mana for about five seconds.”
I did just as he said and gave it a small jolt of mana. Immediately, the tug led me to turn to the right and it centered on a place that was in the opposite direction that we stood. I played with it for a minute. In the end, it was able to track four veins in the region. The lich explained that it had a limit of approximately a thousand miles—which made it shockingly sensitive, but he followed up by saying that it also depended on the vein. Not all veins were equal.
Travis gave the device a try, and despite his lack of magic talent, he was easily able to make full use of it.
I deposited the compass in a convenient place, before making a request. “I don’t sense any high-level mobs. Do you mind if I start testing my new Battle Horn ability?”
“Just know that the creatures in the immediate area that hear it will come to investigate,” the lich said. “Fire creatures are generally jealous of their territory.”
Then looking to Travis, I heard him reply. “Sure. Why not?”
“It adds Stamina Regeneration that might hinder you from getting stats from physical exertion. It’s also very redundant at the moment. I can easily just heal you.” I pulled up the spell information to show him.
Battle Horn
Level 1 Rank 1
Abilities
Battle Cry
Cost 1,000 MP (100 MP with base buffs)
Increases the Stamina Regeneration of everyone in your group by +2 Per Second for 5 Minutes.
Note: As Battle Horn improves, new abilities and buffs are unlocked.
 
“You can scream at me all day if it’s going to give me extra buffs,” he said with a snicker.
“The higher rank ones should unlock much better buffs,” I replied.
It wasn’t my first time casting it. I’d first used it to hunt down the minotaur champion after Waldemar’s death. It was little more than useless now, but in time, it should be helpful when fighting with the others. Casting Battle Horn, it wasn’t necessary to make any noise myself. Something like a bull horn sounded all on its own and subtle ethereal energy covered Travis and Shamash at once.
“That’s rather disappointing,” Travis said. “I was hoping you’d have to yell or something.”
“I could always just shout at you if it makes you feel better,” I replied.
“Children, focus,” Shamash rebuked.
We burst out laughing to the lich’s distress, but Travis headed forward and I followed. I could already see small concentrations of mana heading toward us in the distance.
The small cavern we took to enter the dungeon was long and narrow. I could see the opening at the end, but it was small enough that I couldn’t make out what the first room of the dungeon looked like. That soon changed.
As soon as we stepped into the opening at the end of our tunnel, we were greeted by monsters of rock and fire—giving me no time to get a good look at the room.
With Mana Sight at full power, I quickly observed the five creatures surrounding us. They were humanoid in shape, reminding me of the elementals we’d faced in the past.
Faeastein
Level: 474
Health Points: 151,700
Mana Points: 6,300
Attributes
Strength: 1,111
Dexterity: 216
Constitution: 1,517
Intelligence: 63
Wisdom: 21
 
With a single snap of my wings, I rose up above the group of mobs. They all ranged between level 450 and 600. I cast Battle Horn. It didn’t have any debuff listed in its description and the buff it granted us was far from wearing off. Regardless, I put it to the test.
I ruled out any hidden debuffs, but the five creatures were quick to react as my battle cry sounded. I had their attention. Casting it again, I watched their response. This time it had little effect. I believed their response was to the noise and not because the battle cry hid some kind of magical taunt.
Five pillars of flame shot out toward me in almost perfect unison. I’d come a long way since my first few weeks in the Head Mistress’s dungeon. Before, I wouldn’t have let their flames touch me—even if I knew they’d do little harm. But now, I beat my wings with the calm of a bee collecting nectar from a grand flower below. Their flames covered me, and my Fire Incubus Form barely indicated a change in temperature. My magma fist was even less impressed.
Before I made a move, I let Travis have the first kill. From nearly ten feet away, a shaft of energy flicked forward. His spear extended to its full extent, drilling into one of the fire monsters on our flank. Piercing it through.
-6,919 HP
 
I watched as the creature took a surprisingly small amount of damage. As his energy spear was retracted, the Faeastein melted the rock of its body with its own flames, restoring itself to its original shape. Even the rock had a red tint. I suspected it was a creature made of Firazite itself.
There was no need to tell Travis that he needed to take a different approach. His first attack didn’t even have any of his uncanny speed behind it. For his next attack, he took three quick steps.
A wave of energy spears crashed forward. It didn’t just hit the first fire mob, but all three of them that stood in a fifteen-foot radius.
I couldn’t help but chuckle to myself. It seemed my friend still had some surprises he’d been saving.
The wave of spears wasn’t active as long as his other skills, but I counted far more energy spears than I’d ever seen from him. There were over one hundred. It battered the group as well as punctured their stony flesh, and they crumbled beneath the assault. Two of them took the brunt of the attack and their HP was depleted in seconds. A third one, near the middle of the tunnel’s opening, was thrown back, but his HP was only halved. It took him a moment to regain his shape.
Travis’s two attacks had happened in the span of a few breaths. He now had the full attention of the remaining fire mobs.
I was still a little in shock that he was able to cause so much damage to a creature that should have been fairly resistant to his piercing damage. I quickly observed my friend and saw how he was able to pull such an attack off. His stamina had been cut in half. No wonder I’d never seen this attack before. To use it put him in a dangerous position, but his friendly health-birdie was here to back him up.
I cast Heal with one hand, while summoning two enhanced Alpha orbs with the other that tore through the short distance between me and the Faeastein in an instant. The Neutral Magic’s high Force blasted giant holes in their chests and caused grand waves as the orbs exploded.
That left a single mob still alive, and its attention had returned to me. Before it could make a move, my tail, like the spine of a bone serpent, wrapped around it and pinned its arms to its sides. Lifting it from the ground, I brought it up to dangle in front of me. With Mana Sight at full power, time crawled and I got a closer look at the creature.
Unlike the Earth Elementals I was familiar with, this mob didn’t borrow human features in their entirety. Its eyes were much larger than a human’s and it didn’t have a nose that I could see. Its mouth was small with an obvious underbite. What surprised me the most was how its eyes trembled in fear. This was no elemental, but a living creature.
I’d wanted to test multiple elements on it to find its weaknesses, but I couldn’t help but pity it. In the end, I prepared Force Learn as my tail changed to a more appropriate tool. Using the hardened Fire Mana that made up my Fire Incubus’s armored skin as an example, I redesigned my tail without letting go of the creature. Saw-like barbs took shape along its edges like a double-sided blade. As easily as flicking my tail, I severed the fire mob in two at the waist. Following up with my fist, I crushed its upper half to deplete the rest of its HP.
Force Learn sent my consciousness into its crumbling form. From the outside it had been obvious enough, but I was able to confirm that it was a monster race because of its lack of blood. It wasn’t powerful enough yet to form its own mana orb, so that was out of the question. Unlike an elemental, I was able to steal this creature’s essence. Bringing up the many popups I’d received, I flipped through them until I found the one I was looking for—Faeastein Form.
The form had mana characteristics that matched others I already had. Just like Primordial Cat, it allowed me to take damage and revert back to my original shape, but my HP wasn’t replaced with the Firazite itself. It also had a decent Constitution buff and flamethrower-like ability. Ultimately, compared to what I already had, there was nothing about it that was unique. I’d eventually max it out to see if it evolved, but I doubted I’d ever make much use of it. 
Such a shame, but I was bound to run into this problem eventually. Games were different in that they limited their magic systems like Blue Magic. If there was no real use for an additional Shapeshifting form, why would a game designer go to the trouble of developing multiple forms that did the same thing? Real Blue Magic wasn’t limited in the same way. It was up to me to decide what forms to seek out. Some might be upgrades to ones I already had, and others wouldn’t. The possible evolutions that some forms might possess made things even more interesting. Eventually, I’d have countless forms that I’d never use.
The best approach seemed to be to just collect every form I ran across. I wouldn’t seek out any lesser forms though. Especially from creatures whose elements I already possessed. My time and effort would be best spent only seeking those that I knew I’d use.
“You make it look too easy,” Travis said, laughing as he glanced up at me. I didn’t miss the hint of displeasure in his voice. It wasn’t directed toward me but himself.
“I do?” I said. “You just went from doing 6,000 damage with your first attack to close to 500,000 damage with your second. Sure it was over a large area, but you saw that they were strong against piercing damage and immediately switched to something more appropriate. How was that not making this too easy?”
“But—”
“Yeah, yeah. It cost a lot of stamina, but you have me. Also, I’m assuming that skill of yours can level and it’s still rather low, right?”
“That’s true.”
I saw something in his countenance flip like a switch.
“Then use your new stats and make it quick.” I pointed out into the depths of the dungeon.
He looked in the direction I indicated and saw the swarm of Faeastein that were headed our way. The fire dungeon wasn’t made up of small rooms, but one gigantic chamber that reminded me of the Belly—at least in size. I hadn’t gotten a good look because we’d been engaged as soon as we arrived, but as I’d been encouraging Travis, I’d had the time to take it in.
A natural cavern made up the dungeon. It was round in shape and had to be at least a mile across. I’d half expected rivers of lava, but instead of melted rock, there were pillars of fire that shot into the air in numerous places throughout the dungeon. Only the closest creatures were heading our way. I could easily make out thousands of mobs that had yet to give us their attention. Near the center of the room was a ramp that led up to a plateau. The mobs there were harder to make out, but they were much larger than anything I saw on the first level. Their mana was denser too. The second floor wasn’t the end of it. From what I could tell, there were at least five levels in total. At their peak, on the far side of the room, was what looked like a fortress with two imposing towers made entirely of what I guessed was Firazite. It didn’t take any guessing to know that the Fire Vein was waiting inside.
I glanced at the loot that the Faeastein dropped. The ground was littered in ore. Most of it was Firazite. There was no surprise there, but each one also had a few odd ores along with it. Casting Drain did nothing on the ore-dependent monster’s remains but had been worth a shot. I couldn’t steal any stats, but hopefully we’d run into some Light Magic materials if we killed enough of them.
Before the enemy arrived, I transformed my tail into a Light Mana strand that belonged to my Light Surgeon true form and snaked it into the gap in Travis’s armor between his breastplate and neck-guard.
He looked up at me, lifting his brow while stretching to get at the tingle that went up his spine.
A steady flow of Light Mana, like his own personal IV of never-ending Heal, flooded into his system. It was an Intermediate flow, but it should replenish his stamina almost instantly. 
He shivered before nodding then turned away. He knew exactly what I was thinking.
I brought up my Character Sheet and added two new levels’ worth of stats to my Wisdom.
Travis surged forward to meet the army of fire mobs. This time he had more room to build momentum. When he finally struck, the range of his one hundred spears extended out even further, crushing half a dozen Faeastein in a single strike. I watched his stamina. It would take about eight seconds for him to fully recover.
I wasn’t about to let him have all the fun—and experience. Some of these creatures had high enough levels to make it worthwhile and there were so many of them. I was almost getting the same feeling I’d gotten when the Belly had risen up to devour me. Despite a twinge of fear, my excitement overrode it many times over. Travis and I had come a long way since our first visit to the Belly. The prey had become the predator.
My Light Magic buffs were completely drawn back so as not to bleed too much Light Mana. Mistress Nava was no longer hunting us, but that didn’t mean there weren’t powerful creatures out there that might want a snack. Besides, at this stage of the dungeon, my mana per minute was more than enough for the likes of them.
An outpouring of Water Magic like a water hose from my palm drenched over fifteen Faeastein, causing catastrophic damage. Their bodies hissed and cracked, but the spell didn’t kill them. An Alpha Bomb landed among them, showering the area with ore.
I didn’t know if there was a cooldown to Travis’s skill, but that was soon revealed a few seconds later. I had to fly forward to keep up with him. The cord I attached to him could reach a length of hundreds of feet if I wanted it to, but it would cost extra mana, so I flew above him, playing the role of a caster-healer. His speed kept him well out of physical reach, and he ran through their flames as if they weren’t even there.
After that wave was finished, I cast Battle Horn. It wasn’t because we needed the buff, but it drew the attention of more mobs. It hit level 2, so I decided I might as well keep casting it. Like the beating of a drum, it filled the air with a frightening tempo. Less than a minute later, it leveled again.
It wasn’t the only thing leveling. My experience bar was rising nonstop, and Travis’s level was soaring.
Our first dungeon raid had begun. All the while the ancient lich floated fearlessly behind us—calculating…
 



Chapter 8 – Her Majesty
The creatures on the first floor of the fire dungeon weren’t just waiting around for someone to come along like a bunch of guard dogs. These were creatures that had been attracted to this place because it was rich with fire mana. Exactly what they were searching for was still a mystery, but I suspected the Faeastein fed off the firazite that was rich in the surrounding rock.
I was keeping an eye on our drops as we swept through the immediate area. Travis needed little help now that he didn’t have to worry about his ability’s stamina drain. The loot was literally just piles of ore. It was all that was left of their bodies after the life had been knocked out of them. There were many things I could do with such ore, and I already had a few plans for it that didn’t include lugging it around with us. The first thing we’d need to do was sift through it to see if there was any of the Light Magic variety. There was so much of it—it was going to take a while.
Faeastein weren’t the only creatures on the ground floor, but all of the surrounding area was swarmed with them as if it was an entire clan. After we’d mowed through a couple hundred of them, it was as if the alarm was finally sounded and the whole lot ran at us like a bunch of possessed lunatics from every direction. With the increase in number, Travis’s skill did more damage as they packed closer together, but the temperature was also rising. He’d been putting them down fast enough that their flames hadn’t been bothering him. Twice the number that we’d already faced were about to hit him all at once.
Preparing tens of thousands of MP, Aqua was ready. As they were about to crush Travis from all sides, I let loose. My jet of water was so powerful that it didn’t just drench them, but also knocked back small groups of them. With one flank now momentarily safe, Travis dove at them in the opposite direction, dropping nearly twenty of the creatures at once. It wasn’t enough. The fire of the incoming mobs threatened to roast him. 
My water hose swung to the other side, but I feared I’d have to do more to keep my friend safe. Countless streams of flame rose up to cook me as well. I ignored them.
There were too many of them. Even if I left large patches of them as cool as waterlogged coal, there were a hundred more fire monsters right behind the group pushing forward.
Before I could make a move, Travis darted back out of the cloud of flames toward the safer flank and drove a wall of energy spears into their fallen ranks. He then ran back the way we’d come, leaving me all alone with Shamash a little further back in an awkward position.
I gave the lich a moment's glance to watch his response. The swelling of mana proved he was ready to defend himself. Interesting...
Like a bolt of lightning, Travis returned a few seconds later. He used the couple hundred feet we’d earned to gain momentum. When his wall of spears was activated again, it was no larger than before, but it hit the ranks of fire monsters like a batter hitting the perfect pitch. The impact turned an entire row of the creatures into shrapnel that blasted into those behind them. Close to fifty of them were pushed back and in bad shape if not dead or dying.
Travis didn’t take any time to appreciate his accomplishment. He was gone again before returning seconds later and knocking another large hole in their ranks.
I drew back the amount of mana I was using with Aqua but kept the chaotic front line of the ever-encroaching horde nice and wet. Doing so drew more flamethrowers in my direction, but they did me no harm. 
It was when most of the clan of Faeastein was finished that a spear of flaming firazite flew toward my heart at a frightening speed. It was too fast to easily dodge, so I whipped my tail forward and flooded it with mana. A wall of bone sprouted from my tail, appearing between me and the spear. 
Punching through my defense as if the bone wall weren’t even there, the spear sped for my chest. I held up my Fire Incubus armored hand in front of me to block its path as I tried to get out of the way of a direct hit. I felt a stab of pain as the spear jabbed into my palm. I cringed as the spear’s blade sank in and came out the back of my hand. Letting out a deep sigh, I was relieved that my armored skin had at least stopped the attack, even if two inches of spear point had made it through. My Fire Incubus skin was ever impressive, but this attack had been dangerous.
I found the creature that had attacked me before another spear left his grasp. About fifty feet away, at the back of the throng of mobs, was a Faeastein that looked slightly different than the rest. He was about the same size but had a smoother texture to his red body and something that looked like a crown on his head. I observed it quickly.
Faeastein Queen
Level: 1,433
Health Points: 708,700
Mana Points: 9,300
Attributes
Strength: 6,345
Dexterity: 514
Constitution: 7,087
Intelligence: 93
Wisdom: 121
 
The mob wasn’t a male, but the Faeastein’s queen. Seeing its mix of Strength and Constitution, I had to give it a second glance. Its stats were far greater than should be possible for its level.
With one smooth movement, I yanked the flame spear out of my hand and noticed the density of the firazite the item possessed was unlike anything I’d seen. If the queen was made of the same stuff, she was likely much less susceptible to the race’s weaknesses. Had she evolved?
It boded well that the Faeastein form might one day be worth something, but it wasn’t time to appreciate the discovery. Healing my hand, I called out for Travis to stay back. He’d already killed more than half of them, so I didn’t feel bad taking care of the rest.
Seeing another spear was being prepared, I launched myself even higher into the air. Holding out my now healed hand, my mana pulsated. Like a Gatling gun, micro Alpha Bombs blanketed the entire area as I swept my hand back and forth.
I stopped firing as the queen sent another spear flying. This time I was ready for it and easily dodged despite the excessive speed. As it darted by, I threw out my hand and snagged it by its shaft. Spinning the spear around, I placed it in my other hand where I then held two of them. Even if the queen seemed to be creating them on the spot, the unique way they were formed, and their incredible hardness, made them real keepers. I returned to carpet-bombing the place. Within thirty seconds the queen was the only one left alive.
When she saw her subjects had fallen, she walked forward, glaring at me. She wasn’t injured and neither did she seem to fear. She didn’t even seem to care that she was kicking through ore that had belonged to the Faeastein that had just died.
I drifted down until my feet would have grazed the top of her head if she’d been standing close enough. Halving the distance between us, she stopped. I was able to see her body’s curvature this close up. She looked like the mix between a rock golem and a stocky lady MMA fighter in spandex. Showing her rock teeth as her bottom lip trembled with anger, she waved me forward with her spear.
With one last flap of my wings, I folded them behind my back and dropped to the ground. Landing at the ready, she was already running at me. It was then that I saw her low Dexterity in action. She would have still been fast for a normal human, but against someone with 7,400 Dex it was painful to watch. Still, I wasn’t worried about defeating her necessarily. What I really needed to do was test her hardened flesh against my Fire Incubus Form.
My skeletal tail shot forward, wrapping around the end of her spear. I didn’t bother trying to pry it from her grip. She was far too strong for that. Instead, I simply redirected its point off target, giving me a clear shot.
Tossing the spear to the ground, I dropped Magma Fist momentarily to let Crimson Incubus cover my other fist as well. I stepped forward with all of my weight to throw a powerful overhand right. Despite my superior speed, she’d raised her elbow to block my coming blow, deflecting it to the side. I was off-balance, but she wasn’t fast enough to stop my left hook to her ribs. Despite my own strength and powerful body, it was like hitting a solid wall. She had to weigh a ton.
With Mana Sight at full power, there wasn’t any real danger of her hitting me, but I couldn’t help but acknowledge her martial skill. With every attack, she positioned herself to have a defensive advantage. Her attacks were crisp and never left her off balance. My superior speed still allowed me to find opening after opening, but with my current Strength, my fists weren’t enough to cause her any real harm. As weak as the Faeastein were, this form their queen had taken was just the opposite. Her flesh might even rival the Fire Incubus Form.
Jumping back, my tail changed from skeletal to the condensed Fire Mana flesh of the Crimson Incubus. I gave it a frighteningly sharp point that should pierce her flesh even if her form matched mine in hardness.
At this distance, her spear became her weapon of choice and she took full advantage of its reach. Because of the leverage she held over it, her speed seemed to increase as well. It wasn’t nearly enough, but I didn’t dare to turn Mana Sight all the way down because I respected her skill that much.
As I dodged her attacks, I used her to sharpen my own abilities. The increase in stats had given me far more coordination than I’d ever had before entering the Underworld. It could be said that superior stats did make up for a lack of skill to a certain degree. I’d done a lot of fighting in the last couple of months, so I’d come a long way in regard to skill as well. I couldn’t help but admit that I still had a long way to go. Skill hadn’t been the thing that saved me countless times but manipulating my perception of time and counting on my many magic abilities had. It would be nice to add some additional skill to the equation.
I still needed to test my form against hers, so I pulled my tail in close to myself, grabbed it with my main hand, and choked up on it as if it was an actual sword. All that I had to do was command it with the shifting of internal mana, and a razor-sharp blade formed on one side. I even created a guard. There was one huge advantage to this kind of sword, mainly that I could change its shape at will to get around my opponent’s defense. Practicing that was another skill that I needed to master. For now, I would work on my mediocre swordplay.
I lunged forward and drew back before the queen could even respond. Even limiting Mana Sight and relying on a normal blade wasn’t enough to truly level the playing field. It did allow me to change my normal focus and study her good defensive movements.
For the next ten minutes, I danced around her. My sword found its mark two-thirds of the time, but most of my successful hits were surface level at best. Her spear swung and thrust, not at my current position, but where I would be. It was a game of chess for her—sadly one she couldn’t win. It was only when I started to get a feel for the rhythm of the fight that I finally scored a good thrust on her forward-facing hip. Even then it didn’t sink in deep but left her damaged for the first time. The three-inch puncture wound disappeared as her body repaired itself, which left me laughing. All that work and nothing to show for it.
Bounding back, I held up my hands and said to her, “Do you speak?”
The response I got was a return of her intense glare and the raging hum of fire that was drinking in a heavy breeze. It was definitely a language I couldn’t understand. 
“She said that if you’ve grown tired she will happily grind you into powder,” the lich said. He was standing close behind me watching the fight.
The queen lunged to test my endurance. I was sure that with her 7,000 Constitution she was used to outlasting most of her enemies. With my ability to heal, unless I ran out of mana, that was never going to happen.
I jumped to the side to dodge and couldn’t help but chuckle. After my time sparring with her I really didn’t want to just kill her.
“I’ve been comparing her armored skin against that of my form but haven’t come to a conclusion of which is better because our stats are so different. I don’t know if she’s as tough as she is because of her Constitution, or because her rock skin is just that tough…” I said.
“Do you want to fasten her down to experiment on her?” the lich replied.
“No!” I said, glaring at him. “I’m not interested in torture. She’s also very skilled and I’d like to keep sparring with her.”
Seeing the conversation, the queen halted her attack and looked between me and the lich. If I had to guess, she was more afraid of him than she was of me. It was likely what held her back for the moment.
“If you want to take her as a slave, you will have to overwhelm her with far more power than you’ve shown. She currently thinks she is more than an even match with you,” Shamash suggested.
I shook my head. “I don’t want her as a slave. If she travels with us for a while, I’ll let her go.”
The lich began speaking in the airy tones of the queen’s own language. As the point was being received, I saw the scowl return to her face. She attacked.
As her spear sped for my gut, I stepped to the side and flicked my hand out to catch her spear’s shaft with the same hand that her first spear had pierced. Lowering myself to pit my Strength against hers, I stopped her dead in her tracks. In the battle of strength I had a slight advantage, but she had a hold of the spear with two hands and I held it with one. 
“You told her that we would let her live?” I said with strained words.
“Yes, and that you meant her no harm,” the lich replied. “And that you are impressed with her and would like to have her as a sparring partner. As I said, you must give her a show of strength. You killed her people, plus she’s not exactly impressed with you.”
She began to win out.
Looking her in the eye, I saw what I should have expected to see. Hatred. Technically, her people had attacked us first, but, to be fair, we probably would have slaughtered them anyways. It was still unreasonable for her to be willing to discuss such things. Fine.
I flooded my body with mana. Master Muscle and Mind Buff began to fill me with strength. It was only a moment before I’d stopped her forward movement. Cutting my buffs at 10x, including Crimson Incubus’s innate buffs, my Strength jumped to over 12,000. I began to push her back. Slowly at first, so she could fully understand what was happening. With a single thrust, I sent her flailing to the ground. Walking over to where I’d left the other two spears she’d thrown at me, I added another one to the pile. 
She wasn’t finished. With another spear taking shape as she lifted herself off the ground, she lunged at me with a two-handed grip. Mana Sight wasn’t necessary to do what I did next. With over twenty times her Dexterity, I showed her the extent of my speed. As she began to lunge, I appeared before her and grabbed a hold of her spear’s shaft before she’d registered that I was there. With both hands, I swung the spear while she was still attached to it and sent her flying back the way we had come. Only the wall of the dungeon stopped her from going any further. The rock crumbled under her weight and she fell with a pile of rubble that buried her. She picked herself up soon after. I let her see me standing with her spear in hand a couple hundred feet away before making my next move. Even as she brushed herself off, she seemed to be looking down her nose at me. As she came to her feet, I turned into a blur before her eyes. The next thing she knew, her spear was being held against her throat.
I watched as the remaining fight bled from her when she noticed her predicament. Her legs lost their strength and she fell to the floor, defeated.
 



Chapter 9 – Buckets and Buckets
I let my buffs fade and spun her spear around to offer it to her. She looked at it for a long moment before taking it. I pulled her to her feet with it before releasing it into her care.
“So, am I to take this as a yes?” I said.
“Yes,” Shamash replied. “She now considers herself a slave.”
“Tell her that it will only be for a few days, and then we’ll leave her here when we leave and she’ll be free to do as she wishes.”
He relayed my message and she gave him a short response.
The lich relayed the gist of what she said. “She says that you might as well kill her as you did her people for now she’s all alone.”
“Will it be possible to find more of her kind?” I said as I studied her. Defeated or not, I could see her fighting spirit hadn’t left her as her eyes bored holes right through me. Perhaps this was a bad idea. If she was going to attack us every time she got the chance and we’d have to keep an eye on her—should I just let her go? I could use the experience from killing her, but after killing her people and making her spar with me, just coming right out and ending her was a little too dark for me.
Watching Travis as he stepped up to stand beside me while holding the three spears she had thrown at me, I could see the worried look in his eyes under his helmet. I voiced my concerns to the group.
“I can bind her if you wish, but she seems to know what I am,” the lich said. “I don’t think she’ll be a problem.”
“Tell her that you will bind her only if she becomes a problem. She’s to leave all fighting to us and isn’t allowed to engage unless something attacks her directly.”
She seemed to grind her teeth as Shamash relayed the message but in the end she looked at me directly and nodded that she understood.
 
***
 
I was thankful that the rest of the dungeon’s monsters had kindly waited for us as we got everything settled. Except for when I was channeling my buffs and making a big magic commotion, they all seemed to be minding their own business.
Travis gave one of the queen’s spears a twirl and tested its balance. Nodding to himself, it looked like he wanted to see what it was capable of. 
“They’re impressive,” I confirmed.
Giving me a shrug, he deposited his own spear, as well as the extra Firazite ones. Turning his attention to the mobs before us, he picked out the biggest one and headed straight for it. There was a good distance between us and the rest of the mobs on the dungeon’s ground floor. Individual mobs were giving way to the larger groups and there was little hostility between them. Even the larger groups seemed to be willing to share. So why had the Faeastein attacked?
I watched as the giant Wererat that Travis was aiming for had no chance to react. It was one of the largest ones we’d run across and was nearing level 600. From ten feet away, Travis’s spear expanded, drilling into the creature’s ribs. There was little resistance against his built up momentum, so that the energy spear went right through it. The remaining seven Wererats attacked like starving bear-sized beavers, but the other creatures in the immediate area scurried away and fled.
A wall of spears slammed into the attacking Wererats, then Travis finished off the remaining three that were still moving with the refined Firazite spear. It didn’t have the give of a wooden spear, but neither was it brittle enough to snap from the strain on its shaft.
Looking up from his kills, Travis also noticed that many of the mobs in the area were fleeing.
“Let them go,” I said. “There are plenty remaining that look like they’re willing to fight.”
Just like the Wererats, there weren’t just fire creatures here scavenging. The ground floor included many huge insectoids like beetles, centipedes, and scorpions, but also rock monsters. Some of the insects might be unique species as well, so they might give bonus experience. Unlike the humanoid Faeastein, I had no reservations about killing large bugs and rats.
We returned to our original formation, but this time I kept Mana Sight at full power and did a better job of surgically removing incoming mobs that might overwhelm Travis. I was ready to move in an instant in case another Firazite spear came flying at me out of nowhere.
After the first couple groups of mobs, Travis figured out how to activate the Firazite spear’s fire attribute and flames sprouted from the tip of its blade. It was like a precision blaze and changed depending on his desire. For the fire beasts he deactivated it, but for everything else, he shifted between using his Piercing Skills and the spear’s magic.
It took no effort for me to understand how he activated the weapon. With Mana Sight at full power, I could see the mana flow from him. It was a trickle at best, but it was enough for him to control the weapon’s flames.
Just as with the Faeastein, the numerous Fire and Stone Elementals dropped truckloads of ore before all was said and done. How exactly there were elementals here that usually required summoning, I couldn’t say.
There was little need to traverse every inch of the ground level. By the time we’d reached the ramp to the second floor, with a few exceptions, most of the mobs willing to fight had already come to us. Nearly half of the mobs that had originally been scavenging when we first arrived had fled.
I held back a truck-sized scorpion’s stinger with my skeletal tail as Travis danced back and forth in front of it while trying to find an opening to pierce the monster’s head. The mob caught his spear with its pincher for the second time, but he was too quick jumping to the side for its other pincher to grab him.
Instead of yanking the spear away, he activated his energy extension skill and an ethereal spear point buried itself in the creature’s face. I felt it go slack and let its stinger drop.
As was common with the insect type mobs, I was able to steal the Ebony Scorpion’s essence, but it provided me with another form that didn’t level up. Neither did the Stone Centipede and Fire Beetle forms I’d just acquired. I’d increased the amount of mana I channeled to Force Learn to 20,000 with each use, which was giving me better results than before. It rarely failed to provide me with a new form. I still feared I was bound to end up with hundreds of forms that I’d never use.
The biggest benefit of the insects was that some of them I hadn’t faced before, so Drain gave me a decent take of additional stats.
+16 Str
+12 Dex
+141 Con
 
That did it for the ground level. Now that it was cleared, it was time for us to decide what to do with all this ore.
I systematically put another 18 levels’ worth of stats into my Wisdom as I headed to the nearest wheelbarrow’s worth of ore that was piled unceremoniously on the group where an elemental had fallen. These creatures, including the Faeastein, had offered some decent experience. They also dropped far more ore than the elementals had in the Head Mistress’s Bone Palace. 
I immediately contacted Richard to let him know that I was going to unsummon one of the five working golems I’d left in Sanctuary.
“Sweet,” he replied through his communication skill. “George will just put one of the Cave Swine to work.”
“He can do that?” I replied.
“I don’t know. I’m just kidding. That would be cool, though. All that those enormous things do is eat.”
I snorted. It hadn’t been long, but I was missing the guys—even Richard. “After we finish with this dungeon, we’ll have to catch up. Hopefully we’ll have some loot to send your way.”
“I call dibs on any extra armor!”
“Unless I think Russ will want to break it down, it’s a deal!”
With that, the conversation ended, and I canceled one of my golems. Because of how far away we were, I had no idea exactly how it should work, or how quickly. The golems didn’t rely on me providing them mana, so they were essentially self-sustained. Animation only allowed me to have 7 golems active at one time though. Why exactly did the spell care about the maximum golems and how did it track the number? It was all a mystery, but that was the rules of the spell.
Picking up a handful of Firazite, I cast Animation as I tossed the handful to the side. There was no delay. At this point, the spell cost very little to summon a normal Golem.
Animation
Level 77
Mana Cost: 1,150 (115 with bonuses)
Single Golem’s Base Level
is Equal to Caster
Note: With additional ore, a Golem’s level is limited to the Caster’s channeling ability and the amount of mana provided.
Multiple Golem’s Max Level is Equal to 90% of the Caster’s Level
Note: Golems are Now Capable of Following Complex Instructions Without Micromanagement
 
Of course, I used many times what was necessary to help speed the spell’s progression. Twenty times the base amount seemed reasonable. I laughed to myself as I watched the fire golem take shape. This spell had shocked me with its original 5,000 MP cost when I’d first learned it. That much mana had once made it the costliest spell I owned, but now 5,000 MP was nothing. 
The Firazite I cast it on became the creature’s core, and flames flowed out from it to create a humanoid form. The core wasn’t an orb like we were used to, but slightly larger than a human heart. The golem’s body was literally made of fire and only its heart-shaped core seemed to possess physical substance. I was sure there was probably more to it than that.
Despite my excess mana channeling to the spell, the creature only reached level 432. In other words, I needed to use more ore. Grabbing more from the pile, I unsummoned the Fire Golem and it collapsed into a pile of dust. None of the ore remained in its original state. It was as if the Fire essence that naturally existed in the ore had been sucked out.
Casting Animation again, this time with twice as much ore as before, my Fire Golem took form and was over twelve feet tall with a Firazite heart larger than my head. It reached level 780, which was slightly higher than 90% of my caster level.
I dug out the ore from the pile that wasn’t Firazite and inventoried it. None of it was what I was looking for, but it was easier to inventory than to make separate piles for each kind. Especially since I was about to sift through hundreds of such ore mounds. I assumed the ore that wasn’t fire based was just impurities from the elemental.
After the pile was sorted, I let my current golem fall into dust and used the base amount of mana to cast Animation again. The spell only took the amount of ore that it needed, but it was many times that of my last golem and its level maxed out at 767. So using the base amount of mana would be a large waste of ore. I tested it a few times until the mound of ore was nothing but dust. To get the most out of the ore, I adjusted the amount of mana I was channeling to 3 times the base mana cost and used about 9 ounces of ore. It ended up costing 3,450 MP per cast and gave me a Fire Golem that was level 910, give or take 2 levels.
Now that I knew how to best make use of the massive amounts of ore, I turned to Travis. “Help me sort through these piles. Anything that isn’t the Firazite, the red ore, set it to the side or inventory it. The rest I’m going to use to level up Animation.”
Travis had already bent down to start on his first pile when I noticed the look on the queen’s face. She was staring blankly at the leftover dust from the Firazite I’d used for my Fire Golems.
When she noticed I was looking at her, she glared at me and said something that sounded rather harsh. Shamash immediately translated for me. “She says that you’re a monster.”
I gave her a curious look. “Why? Is it because this ore was once from a living creature?”
The lich questioned her and returned her answer. “No. She considers the ore to be food and you are being very wasteful of it.”
I heard a sudden chuckle. Travis spun to look at her and cringed when he saw the look she gave him. “Sorry,” he said before turning back to his pile.
“Tell her that if she is hungry then she is welcome to eat some of the Firazite. Just have her sort out the other types of ore.”
She didn’t seem happy about it as Shamash relayed the message, but she did just that. I watched her for a moment as she started on the first pile. She didn’t feed on the ore with her mouth as a normal creature did but placed it in her palm and absorbed it into her body. There was a lot of ore to sort through, but it struck me that keeping her with us might have more advantages than I’d originally considered. I hadn’t seen many creatures of her type. There might be some interesting things to learn about her kind and the nature of magic in general.
I turned my attention back to the piles of ore. It was time to put my Dexterity to use to speed up the process. Unsummoning my golem again, I began grabbing the required ore and casting Animation with one hand and sorting with the other. Almost as soon as a Fire Golem appeared, it fell to dust, and another golem appeared in its place. And so, for the next hour, we sorted through the ore as I power leveled Animation and looked for any trace of Light Magic Ore we could find. If we didn’t find anything, then the second level was our next stop.
 



Chapter 10 – Golems
I adjusted the amount of mana I used with each level I gained in Animation. It wasn’t just hundreds of casts needed to use up the excess ore, but more than a thousand before all was said and done. Like a man possessed, I burned through it. When the spell reached level 80, it allowed me to cast 8 golems at once, or one additional one without unsummoning any that were still in Sanctuary. At level 90 the spell’s progression slowed down, but there was still so much ore to work with, and I gained a 9th golem. As I neared the high 90s, I realized I was probably going to have to go big to reach level 100.
Travis had laid out the non-firazite ore in piles, and the queen had added what she found to them. I guessed there were over 1,000 lbs. waiting for me if I were to add what I’d found to it. Instead of casting Animation on it, I loaded up my inventory. Most of it came from the Stone Elementals who preferred iron, bauxite, and copper, but there was also coal, tin, phosphate, and gypsum. These were the common types of ore without any elemental properties. Quagate, or Earth Ore, was the most abundant elemental ore. Tundargite, or Lightning Ore, was the second most abundant and only a couple of pounds had dropped. There were only trace amounts of everything else. I even found a few ounces of Blizzarine, or Ice Ore.
Checking Animation, I saw that it had reached level 96. If I were careful with what I had left, I’d likely make it to 100. In the end, we still hadn’t found an ounce of Light Magic Ore.
The most surprising thing about the entire ordeal was that the Faeastein Queen didn’t stop eating ore during the entire process. It was only Firazite that she ate—devoured, absorbed, or was it processed... As she ate, she didn’t balloon up in the hips or gut but became uniformly larger. I’d taken a few short breaks to watch her and, as far as I could tell, eating the ore didn’t make her more powerful, just bigger. Maybe she was replacing the ore she’d lost when making the Firazite spears? Even though she’d eaten only a fraction in comparison to the amount I’d used for power leveling Animation, she could make dozens of such spears for the amount she’d eaten. Just in case, I inventoried the last couple mounds of Firazite. If she did need it to sustain herself, having it might be a good bargaining chip for later on.
“Are we done?” Travis said, reaching into his inventory to fetch his helmet. He’d removed it while playing around in the ore. 
“Just about,” I replied. “Ready for the next floor?”
He answered by placing his helmet on his head and giving me a wicked smile before fastening his faceplate.
“There’s one more thing I need to do,” I said, glancing at my inventory’s menu. Taking out a few pounds of Iron, I placed it in a pile. I did the same for bauxite and quagate. “Everyone, move back.”
As a magic user that relied on my mana regeneration, using a large portion of my maximum mana pained me. The thought of leaving myself vulnerable, even if there were no obvious immediate threats, was like stepping on a rusty nail. Remembering that Shamash was here to back us up was a small relief. If he really wanted to harm us, even if I were at full power, I didn’t think I could stop him. That didn’t mean I fully trusted him. Not yet.
Mana gushed into my arm and out my palm. In seconds, 100,000 mana hit the iron ore. The very ground shook beneath our feet. The couple pounds of iron that had been lying before us grew at an incredible rate. Within moments, a massive Iron Golem was formed that shot up to stand over twenty feet tall. It was humanoid in shape, but unnaturally thin. If it weren’t for the scrappy muscle definition it would have looked like a weird art project of a person made out of metal pipes. I quickly observed it.
Ferric
Elite Golem Champion
Level: 1,200
Health Points: 3,000,000
Mana Points: 5,000
Strength: 3,000
Dexterity: 150
Constitution: 3,000
Intelligence: 50
Wisdom: 50
 
Even though I’d used half the MP I had when creating Firaestus and Quake, Sanctuary’s guardians, Ferric was only 100 levels less than they were and had HP that was off the charts. He was even less mobile than the Faeastein queen, but he’d make a great tank, and if you happened to get in the way of his fist—ouch sandwich. Animation was even more potent now that it had leveled up.
I moved on to the next pile and filled it with 100,000 MP as well. I didn’t wait and cast another 100,000 MP on the last pile as well.
The bauxite grew faster than the quagate. It remained half the size of Ferric at about ten feet tall, but it had the solid build of an athlete. Unlike the elite iron golem, this one wasn’t as well polished but had a lighter dull grey color. Seeing the golem’s stats, I couldn’t help but laugh. The iron golem was as skinny as a bean pole but had enormous strength. The bauxite, or aluminum, golem looked powerful but was actually a dexterity monster.
Aluman
Elite Golem Champion
Level: 1,200
Health Points: 500,000
Mana Points: 5,000
Strength: 1,000
Dexterity: 4,000
Constitution: 1,000
Intelligence: 50
Wisdom: 50
 
I just shook my head while examining its stats. His Dexterity was ridiculous.
Turning my attention to Quagate Golem, I was fascinated by its granite-like surface that was speckled with many different shades of blue, green, and orange. Its height was between Ferris’s and Aluman’s, but its girth was at least four times the other two put together. Where Ferris looked like a sickly thin giant and Aluman looked like a sculpted bodybuilder, Twerg looked like a literal rock monster.
Twerg
Elite Golem Champion
Level: 1,400
Health Points: 2,000,000
Mana Points: 1,000,000
Strength: 2,000
Dexterity: 1,000
Constitution: 3,000
Intelligence: 1,000
Wisdom: 100
Special Abilities: 
Earth Siphon – Twerg is able to draw ore from the ground on which he stands and use them for various purposes.
 
His legs and arms were pillars of rock, and his torso was a thick column. His head was a small bolder with dark glossy eyes. Compared to the other two golems he was 200 levels higher and seemed more alive.
“Whoa… Are they going to fight for us?” Travis said as he stared up at them.
“Nah. I’m just going to have them watch our backs. You won’t get as much experience if you aren’t finishing mobs,” I replied, rapping my knuckles on the armor covering his shoulder.
“That’s perfect.”
“I’m going to recover my mana, then let’s go.”
I exited the popup I’d received. Animation had reached level 97. It was one step closer.
 
***
 
Looking back at the Faeastein queen I saw her walking in front of Shamash and between Twerg and Aluman. She was glancing uncomfortably from golem to golem. It may have crossed my mind that their presence might help encourage her to behave.
The ramp to the next level was only a short climb. While we advanced, Shamash spoke. “As we near the fire vein, we will start to run into creatures that feed off its elemental energy instead of scavenging for ore. The closer we get, the richer this energy will become and the more powerful the creatures will be. The richer the energy is, and the longer they’ve been able to feed off of it, the stronger they become. That is why some of the natural veins that aren’t consistently visited by the monster, beast, and humanoid races can be extremely dangerous.”
“Wererats the size of dragons?” I replied.
“Exactly. This vein is close enough to be raided fairly often, but there is no way to know how long it has really been. The last time its monster population was wiped out could have been a week ago, or months. Be prepared for the worst.”
I stationed our golem bodyguards at the base of the ramp to guard our backs. I doubted we’d have any company, but I’d already used my Light Magic buffs against the queen for longer than was safe. Who knew if some ancient creature that wanted to get drunk off my blood was in the region or not?
Unlike the first floor, no mobs were waiting out in the open for us. The ramp to the third level was also only a quarter-mile away, so if we started fighting here, it would likely draw the attention of anything on the floor above. It didn’t look like we’d be able to sit back and clear one floor at a time.
Travis and I headed forward alone to see if we could draw anything out. I remained on my feet for the moment, walking by his side. We’d only taken a few steps when we were greeted with the creepiest greeting imaginable. Spiders. Large red ones the size of bulldogs. Hundreds of them rushed out of the flame-geysers that were spread out all around us. I screamed—on the inside.
Ventilating Arachnids
Level: 403
Health Points: 43,300
Mana Points: 6,700
Attributes
Strength: 361
Dexterity: 1,002
Constitution: 433
Intelligence: 67
Wisdom: 55
 
They weren’t especially strong, but there were a lot of them, and they were swarming like a thousand itches that had to be scratched—preferably with a machine gun from a distance. I did the only rational thing that anyone would do if they could fly. I launched myself into the air while calling out to Travis, “You got this!”
The look of horror that he gave me was one that I’d normally tease him about for the rest of his life—if I weren’t already fleeing to the air. Because of that, I’d give him a pass.
Shaking his head the entire way, he darted forward and activated his wall of spears. Because the mood struck me, I held out both hands and unleashed a rapid onslaught of Alpha Bullets. Taking the machine gun inclination I had literally, I let loose.
Their exoskeletons gleefully exploded, sending spider goo into the air. Poor Travis was getting splattered with it even if he was trying his best to keep his distance. The entire floor was crawling with the creatures in what seemed like never-ending waves. I was having too much fun mowing them down to use a larger spell to wipe them out quickly.
It was a good ten minutes before we finished the last one. As much as I disliked gaining a Spider Form, it would be a good one to play with on Halloween. I had the sudden mental image of trying to scare the Head Mistress. All of a sudden, her mouth grew larger than I was, and she devoured me in a single bite… I shook the image out of my head.
There was no time to relax and loot. Not that I was excited about sifting through spider parts. I half hoped I’d damaged them enough that there was nothing worth taking. A mass of smoke was lobbed from the third floor toward us. By the time it reached us, I saw that it was as large as I was.
Travis retreated to the edge of the first ramp and we both watched the mass of smoke impact the ground. There was a loud hiss of air as the smoke pushed out and covered a large area. Whether the smoke was to blind us, or it possessed some kind of poison, we didn’t dare test it.
I waved Travis back as I lifted myself higher up to get a good idea of what we were dealing with. What I saw left me scratching my head. There were five humanoid looking mobs hunched over near the edge of the third floor looking down at us. Instead of flesh and blood, they were made of smoke itself. Taking a closer look, I saw something similar to my Fire Golems. Their body was made of smoke, but there was a deeper concentration of mana inside them. Instead of it being inside their chests, it was where their stomach might be.
When the creatures saw me lift high into the air, they took to their feet and immediately sent five man-sized smoke projectiles right at me.
 



Chapter 11 – Smoking Hot
The projectiles of smoke were not fast, so I easily moved out of the way and observed the creatures.
Rog
Level: 1,023
Health Points: 101,000
Mana Points: 301,350
Attributes
Strength: 1,000
Dexterity: 300
Constitution: 1,010
Intelligence: 2,009
Wisdom: 1,102
 
All five of the creatures were over level 1,000 and I almost flew over to them and gave them each a big hug. Running into creatures with a focus on Intelligence was extremely rare. It also meant they were creatures of magic. My fear was that their nature would make them impossible to Drain, but if I could…
Taking a deep breath, I forced myself to slow down. I was about to fly over and shatter their cores with my bare fists without taking the time to test what they were capable of. They’d glowed with a mix of Earth, Fire, and Air Mana, making them one of the most complex existences I’d seen. I quickly theorized what their Smoke Magic might do. Hindering vision was a given, but they might also rely on it to hinder breathing. There might even be a poison aspect to their smoke, even if there was no sure indication of it that I could see in their mana. I had too little experience with such a complex creature, so I wouldn’t assume. Was there something else?
I slowly descended to land at Travis’s side and relayed what I’d seen. I was completely honest with what I suspected.
“So don’t breathe in their smoke,” he replied. “Got it.”
He was more than willing to take a chance even if he was hundreds of levels below them. I could either hold him back and take care of them myself or support him. Using the connection I had already established with him through my Light Surgeon thread, I didn’t hold back supplying him with my full range of buffs.
“Just save one for me,” I said.
He snickered. “I’ll try my best.” 
Without any more delay, he took off at a run, heading right for them. He started slow, but even as he reached the bottom of the ramp to the next floor, his speed built exponentially.
Just like a batter facing a major league pitcher, the Rogs knew he was coming, but his speed made it nearly impossible for them to judge his time of arrival. One mob preemptively threw a smoke bomb at its own feet, which billowed smoke up to a full body length over Travis’s head. It was unclear where they were, for the entire top of the third level was shrouded in a cloud of darkness. Even with Mana Sight, I could only barely tell where the densest concentrations of mana were.
Lifting off the ground, I flew up to get a better vantage.
Travis didn’t slow upon seeing the cloud. He plunged into it. Even if it was difficult to see, it was impossible to miss the loud crack that sounded as he unleashed his wall of spears. My best guess was that he’d hit at least two of the Rogs directly. He wasn’t sticking around to find out. He continued his hit and run strategy, and I saw the glow of his mana from within the colorful cloud grow brighter as he tried to escape.
There was a screech from below. I looked to find the Faeastein Queen trembling with a newly formed spear cocked back in a defensive stance. She noticed me looking at her and her eyes shot up to meet mine. I was caught off guard by what I saw. It was anger mixed with fear.
I couldn’t believe she cared enough for Travis to fear for him, which meant she must have had a run-in with these creatures before.
Turning back, I saw Travis’s mana glow brighter as he was about to exit the cloud. There was an explosion of power and a wall of smoke wrapped around the cloud like a giant shell. Travis’s mana disappeared. I felt my strand of Light Mana that was connected to his back being severed. He was trapped. I couldn’t even see enough of his mana to pinpoint where he was, and the smoke was now dense enough that I couldn’t pinpoint where the Rogs were either.
It didn’t make sense. How could smoke become dense enough to block a person’s path? No wonder the queen was afraid of these creatures.
Mana Sight’s full power gave me a moment to consider my next move even as I was already soaring toward them like a demonic eagle defending her young. I had to be precise or I was in danger of injuring my friend as much as the mobs.
I landed on the cloud of smoke like a pouncing beast. The cloud was solid as stone. Knowing my friend was trapped inside and that he probably couldn’t breathe became too much. My hastily developed strategy was gone as quickly as it had arrived. My hand seemed to bear the entire weight of my fury, and it changed in an instant. It was no longer shaped like a human hand, but my magma fist had taken its true Primordial Cat Form. It wasn’t just my hand, but my arm, shoulder and even the muscles in my chest and back. Master Muscle Buff helped me lift my oversized claw high into the air before I struck. I couldn’t even tell you how much mana I used at that moment.
I was unable to see my own movement as I brought my claws down and ravaged the dome of solidified smoke. It gave way as if a bubble had popped, and the smoke quickly faded as if it was blown away by a mighty wind. I fell as it gave way and quickly found my friend.
His aura was glowing brighter than I’d ever seen it. When he saw that the smoke had cleared, he spun away from where the shell of smoke had been. His spear blurred and all the energy he was holding back was funneled into his spear at once. The wall of spears spread was condensed into the space of a couple of feet and punched into the core of the closest Rog. Its body of smoke collapsed, and its core shattered into a pile of rubble that littered the air.
Seeing that my friend was okay, I used my primordial claw to rip through them like paper. Travis didn’t even have the chance for another attack. Even enraged, I stole their essence and drained them without a second’s thought.
+20 Str
+20 Con
+120 Int
+60 Wis
 
I’d been able to Drain them?
When it was all over, I finally calmed down and let my buffs go and my hand return to its Magma Fist form. It was then that I noticed that the world around us had turned amber in color. Shamash was there, not twenty feet away with his boney arms crossed over his chest. He’d raised a territory in the shape of a cube the size of a house that would block my Light Magic use from broadcasting our presence to the entire region.
I’d gone too far. It was as if spending too much time using Bloodlust in my Werewolf Form was a bad influence. No. Even those with high Intelligence and Wisdom had the right to freak out when a friend was in trouble.
“Thank you,” I said, wearing my shame like a cloak.
Shamash saw it and replied, “You used four times the amount of power necessary to break their spell. The Rog have some interesting tricks, but they are far from the most dangerous creatures we will meet in the untamed territories. Forgetting can get you and your friend killed.” His tone wasn’t harsh, but the truth still stung.
“Yeah,” Travis interrupted. “I was about to burst out of there anyway.” He laughed, ignoring the tension of the moment. 
Before I could respond, I felt an all too familiar aura. Bursting through the amber shell of the lich’s territory, a Hell Hound appeared with its tail flaming. It wasn’t alone. Over a dozen followed behind it coming from the ramp of the fourth level.
The lich’s territory might be good at blocking excess mana from leaving its confines, but I wasn’t sure it would block creatures from entering. Especially ones that were this powerful.
Travis was already crouched low and ready to intercept the Hell Hounds’ charge. I could sense a connection with him at that moment and knew he felt as I did. We hadn’t exactly defeated the first Hell Hound we’d faced—not without the help of Rock Hard, a Master Earth Elemental. 
The odd thing was that we were sharing our Bloodlust connection and neither of us was transformed. It was having far more of an effect than it should, but I’d have to worry about that later. There were close to fifteen Hell Hounds coming and all of them were between levels 1,200 and 1,500. Travis and I felt the same way. It was time to pay them back, even if they weren’t directly responsible for making us leave the Head Mistress’s Dungeon.
Casting In the Buff on Travis, and letting my wings fade into nothing, I lowered my stance as a solid spike of ice based on Ice Shard formed in my hand that was the size of a dagger. 
Good Doggies. Come here and I’ll give you a treat.
 



Chapter 12 – Mr. Marshmallow
Killing the Hell Hounds with Ice Shard seemed appropriate. When we’d faced Mistress Nava’s pet, it was only when Rock Hard had held it in place and allowed me to drive a massive ice spear into it that we were able to defeat it. As fast as these mobs were, that speed didn’t translate as well to tight areas because they couldn’t make full use of having four legs and their long strides. They also didn’t have the Dexterity advantage on Travis and me any longer.
I drove my spike of ice into the throat of the first Hell Hound that reached me. Instead of attacking head-on, the pack of hounds stopped short and began surrounding us. They showed much more wisdom than normal mobs. One at a time and from different angles, they nipped at us. Travis met them with his Firazite spear while I happily folded my hands behind my back.
“What are you doing?” he shouted.
I responded by pointing up.
Before he could look, he pushed the hounds on his flank back with a spear wall, causing them to think twice. I smacked a hound on the nose as it went for my ankle, sending it skirting across the ground. He finally got a chance to look up, and instead of giving me a look of astonishment, he ran away.
Two Hell Hounds jumped him at once upon seeing him turn his back. One came from the rear and the other his flank. He was already a few steps ahead and they were too late. It started to snow. More accurately, over a hundred Ice Shards, each the size of a snowman, dropped from where they were hanging in the air all at once.
One of the Hell Hounds in the back yelped, warning the others, but only a few made it out from under the razor-sharp ice. I laughed through gritted teeth. Even where there weren’t direct hits, the hounds were knocked aside, or crushed. Over half of them survived with only two of them making it out completely unharmed.
I heard the stampede of a single set of feet a moment before Travis returned and finished the three injured Hell Hounds with his spear wall. He bounded from there without losing much momentum to attack one of the uninjured ones as it tried to flee the scene. He cut off its retreat, but it hadn’t lost its speed.
It darted around Travis, and when the other remaining Hell Hound saw them facing off, it joined the fight from a different angle.
Instead of cutting it off, I warned him. I’d taken enough for myself and didn’t want to hog all the experience.
Travis hesitated for a moment before launching himself into the air. The hound behind him leaped. When he’d easily reached fifteen feet, he spun and shoved an extended energy spear into the hound’s mouth, impaling it.
He circled the final mob and I half expected him to wait for a counterattack, but suddenly he rushed forward. The hound jumped to the side and Travis spun toward it while continuing to pressure it. Instead of using a skill, he pushed the beast until its weight was on its rear legs as if it were going to pounce. A seemingly endless series of thrusts overwhelmed the hound, and it was pushed back until it was sitting on its rear. With nothing but raw speed, Travis covered it in puncture wounds.
There was no further Blue Magic to learn from them, even though I tried. Drain wasn’t through with them though.
+46 Str
+234 Dex
 
Everything was suddenly quiet.
Travis and I realized what were lying before us at approximately the same time.
“Orbs,” I said, turning up the sides of my mouth, but I was drowned out by his yell of “Jackpot!”
It was a bit messy, but soon we were swimming in 16 Lesser Fire Orbs. We were so excited we almost forgot that we’d yet to loot the Rogs or Ventilating Arachnids.
I contacted Richard and told him about our dilemma with the spiders. He didn’t just bring Lydia into the conversation but went to her crafting station so that he had access to her stuff in case it came up in conversation. While we waited, we sifted through what was left of the smoke monsters.
What I assumed was their blood was a thick red-brown liquid that was slow to pool. Their core, or body, had been hard as stone, but it was more of a shell or skin than ore. I didn’t know what to think of them, but they didn’t have anything on their person besides what they were made of.
Lydia was almost panicked she was so excited when she joined us through Richard’s communication ability. She quizzed me on the spiders for five minutes before telling me exactly what she needed. She wanted the entire corpse—every one of them. In the end, she settled for their eyes and the pinchers they had for mouths. It was tedious, gruesome work.
I did ask her about the Rog, but she wasn’t interested. She was interested in the Lesser Fire Orbs but less so than the spider parts.
Richard spread the word about the orbs, and within minutes half the guys in Sanctuary had contacted me to call dibs.
It took another hour before we were ready to move on. We hadn’t seen a single creature since we’d finished with the Hell Hounds. My golems moved up with us to keep a close guard and were stationed at the ramp to the fourth floor. When trying to observe the structure on the fifth and final floor, I could see the vein despite the stone walls between us. It was like a fountain of mana near the center of the building. There were no signs of any monsters.
Before heading up, there was one more thing I had to try. The Rog were interesting creatures and I had yet to test out their Blue Magic Form.
I brought up its information before casting it.
Rog Form
Cost: 10,000 Mana Per Minute (1,000 with buffs)
Special Abilities: Body of Smoke, Smog, Crystalized Fog, Smoke Mastery.
Body of Smoke: Your body takes on the mist-like characteristics of smoke. You’re able to solidify and gasify your body at will. Makes you immune to the effects of smoke. When in the presence of smoke, you can use it to expand your senses like an aura.
Note: Even if you gasify your body, there will be a physical core made of Earth, Fire, and Air that will remain vulnerable inside your smoke. You are able to manipulate the placement of this core.
Smog: At the cost of mana, you are able to crystalize a large mass of smoke and compress it into a projectile. The crystallized shell shatters on contact with your target and unleashes the mass of smoke. The mana cost depends on the cubic footage and smoke density.
Crystalized Fog: When in physical contact with your Smog, you are able to manipulate its density to the point of solidifying large areas to create barriers and structures.
Smoke Mastery
Level: 1
Maximum Smoke Density: 1 out of 100
Toxicity Level: Minimal
Heat Level: Minor
Next Level:
Level: 2
Maximum Smoke Density: 2 out of 100
Toxicity Level: Minimal
Heat Level: Minor
 
I let out a loud whistle and Travis was soon peeking over my shoulder to see what I was looking at.
“That’s from the smoke monster?” he said.
I nodded without looking at him. Just as the Rog were the most complex creatures we had faced, their form was unlike anything else I had. The form itself didn’t level up, but it came with a mastery that did. Perhaps the strangest part was that it didn’t seem to affect my stats at all, even though it would change my body into a mostly gaseous state. That left me scratching my head.
“Its Smog ability might be extremely powerful against certain mobs,” I replied. “Especially lower-level ones.”
“Well, let’s see it,” Travis said.
I glanced back at Shamash who understood at once. He erected his amber cube around us in case the form caused my Light Mana to leak too much. The Faeastein queen had been closed up with us and was obviously uncomfortable. I asked the lich to warn her, and he did. She stiffened all over as if to brace herself. Unless this was her version of relaxing—I really didn’t understand her kind yet.
All my different forms I was using while multicasting were automatically uncast as my Rog Form started to take shape. It was an odd sensation. I’d long ago grown used to the scorching power of my Fire Incubus Form, but the sudden lack of it made the transformation even more obvious. I felt…less. It was almost as if I was dissolving, but I didn’t lose form entirely. I held my hands up and watched them dissipate. They expanded until they were twice as large as before, as did the rest of me.
Curious. I wasn’t grey or even black like smoke, but dull white, like a cloud or fog. I could even see through my hands if I turned Mana Sight all the way down. As easily as flexing my muscles, my smoke condensed into a much more solid mass. During the process, I shriveled up like a raisin. I wasn’t left with a bunch of wrinkles, but a smokey sheen as solid as stone. I rapped my knuckles on my forearm and heard an audible knock. Changing back to my gaseous form was a simple release of tension.
I touched one hand with the other. Feeling the pressure, I was immediately aware of the lack of texture. Pushing harder, I was able to push one hand through the other. My opposing hand didn’t break up or have to reform. With the additional pressure, my hands joined together in the same space and the other simply passed right through it. With enough momentum my hand could push the other way like a breeze, but never would it lose its form. It was like an all-powerful magnet was holding it in place.
Observing my core, it hovered in my chest. In my least dense state, I stood over ten feet tall and must have looked like a giant cotton candy monster. My core was the size of a watermelon and it was taller than it was wide. Manipulating my core placement was confusing at first. I tried to use my hands to move it, but that was like pushing against my human body. It didn’t move my core, but my body as a whole.
Focusing on my core and how it felt, I found it was easy enough to command it to move. It was a little awkward the first time I did it, like trying to alternate between flexing one pectoral muscle then the other. I got the hang of it soon enough and place my core in my stomach. Despite it residing in a different part of me, it didn’t seem to affect my mobility or how I felt. Moving it again, I pushed it up and found that my neck expanded to hold its mass as I moved it into my head. My vision blurred for a moment before returning to normal.
Almost as soon as I did, Travis howled like a laughing wolf. I almost expected to see him transformed when I turned to look at him.
He was already holding his armor-covered gut when he saw me face to face. His eyes went wide as the hilarity seeped into the features of his face. The muscles of his neck drew tight with tension as he tried to hold back.
“My head is large, isn’t it?” I said.
He was too tense to react like a normal person, but the little spastic headshake he gave me was clear enough.
“Is this better?” I said, before drawing my smoke into its densest, crystalline form. My vision stretched until it was like viewing the world through fisheye lenses and then snapped back into place. 
Air began to escape from his mouth even as he clenched his jaw. It came out like the hissing sound from a deflating balloon. Then the balloon popped, and he vomited laughter, forcing him to his knees because his breastplate wouldn’t let him bend as he needed.
I turned to the queen, whose eyes shot to the floor when she saw that I was looking at her. Unless I was imagining things, I thought I saw the smallest hint of a sense of humor in her face. Not that she gave in as Travis had. She was a hard rock to crack.
I held myself back from the sudden urge to dance, not wanting to waste any more time. There were enough possibilities that I tested the form a little further. 1,000 MP formed a Smog projectile the size of a volleyball. I threw it down to the third floor and watched it burst into a thin cloud that could have filled a small house. I was pleasantly surprised to see Smoke Mastery reach level 2.
Throwing a second Smog with ten times the amount of MP behind it, it crashed beside the first. The projectile had only grown slightly larger than a basketball, but when it touched down, it was as if a miniature atom bomb had gone off and the entire third level was covered in the white smoke. It began rolling over the third floor’s edge and covering the second floor soon after.
“That’s not going to help us search for ore,” Travis reminded me.
“I think I’ll be able to manipulate it when the time comes,” I replied. “I’ll leave it for now to help cover our backs.” I imagined that the dungeon was still filled with mobs. Once the Mastery had leveled up and I could manipulate its heat and toxicity levels, how quickly would I be able to clear this dungeon? The rock mobs may not have been affected, but the Faeastein queen’s reaction put that conclusion in question.
Changing back to my Fire Incubus Form, I folded my wings tight against my back and let Magma Fist replace my left hand. My skeletal vertebra-like tail flicked into place and I thought for a moment how to implement my new form. It deserved more attention later. For now, I’d cast it as a partial form, but how?
The idea that came to me also freaked me out. If somehow I could make room inside my body by manipulating Fire Incubus Form, I could carry around the Rog Form like an organ. Maybe even move it at will. I nearly threw out the idea but remembered there was someone here I could ask.
I told Shamash what I was thinking and asked him if it was possible.
He gave me a creepy chuckle. “Not only is it possible, it is one of the greatest advantages a Blue Mage has. Because your Fire Incubus Form is a use of mana to manipulate your body, further manipulation isn’t as dangerous as you fear. The prime danger is the one you are already used to managing: your mana usage.”
His answer left my head spinning. This was an aspect of Blue Magic I was already familiar with, but the extent that I could manipulate my body, including what was inside me, was pushing it further than I dared to imagine. The possibilities were endless of what my Ultimate Form could become as I stole the essences of more creatures.
“Don’t overthink things. Guide your mana, but also let it do its work,” Shamash added.
I wasn’t even sure if I had bodily organs in my Fire Incubus Form, or if it formed its own orb. Since I’d stolen the form from an incubus that had begun as a mixed breed between an imp and one of the prime races, it was impossible to know. Too bad Forced Learn didn’t work when I cast it on myself. 
I decided to just take Shamash’s advice. It may have been unnecessary, but I dropped all of my forms again and Rog Form took shape. Then, I cast Fire Incubus Form over my Rog Form. Fire Incubus’s condensed Impenetrable Skin encapsulated my Rog core as if it was my own heart. The core was large, but it didn’t make it impossible for me to cast Fire Incubus Form at one hundred percent. My stats were what they should be. The only difference with Fire Incubus that I noticed was that I seemed taller using both forms together.
If there was a difference, it was hard to see, for white smoke clung to me like a new layer of gaseous skin. It was thin enough that I could see my crimson Impenetrable Skin beneath it. Removing the layer of smoke over my hands was easy enough. Magma Fist, my wings, and tail all returned to where I preferred them.
Next, I tested out skeletal armor and found it would allow me to cast it over either my Rog or Crimson Incubus Forms. I could either hide it in smoke or have a layer of smoke between the bone and skin. During all my tests, my vision remained clear, so that I didn’t have to manipulate anything to continue seeing.
Spreading out my wings, I saw that they didn’t have the layer of smoke that the rest of my body possessed. I suspected it was because the Rog didn’t have wings either. I could spread my smoke over them, but it might interfere with flight so I didn’t bother.
When I was finally satisfied with how things worked, I cast my skeletal armor directly over my Crimson Incubus Form. In one last step, I condensed my Rog Form as another protective layer on top of the others. It was like wearing a full-body wetsuit. It was as if I wasn’t wearing armor at all, but was made out of murky white stone. Rolling my neck, I felt little to no extra resistance.
Knowing that the lich didn’t require my thanks, I still bowed my head to show him my appreciation.
“I can’t tell if you’re more or less frightening…” Travis said.
Getting a little uncomfortable with everyone staring at me, I changed the subject. “Ready to check out this Fire Vein?”
 



Chapter 13 – Core
Even though the first four levels of the dungeon looked naturally made, I started to wonder if that was inaccurate as we climbed the ramp to the fifth floor. Near the top, the ramp had what looked like four or five shallow trenches as if there had once been stairs that had been worn down until there was almost nothing left. It was possible that the entire dungeon had once been built up by some ancient people and over the centuries it had fallen into ruin. The most curious thing was the structure that held the Fire Vein. The closer we got, the more detail it had—almost as if there was a mana catch above the ruins still supplying it some amount of mana and making it last longer than the rest of the dungeon. I didn’t see how there could be a mana catch though because the structure wasn’t attached to the ceiling, so how would mana reach it? Unless it was the vein that supplied it.
The structure was set back from the top of the ancient stairs. I could see the skeleton of what must have been a temple at one time. Great columns, many of which were still standing, surrounded it. They were round and cracked, but there were faded images that were no longer clear enough to tell what they’d once been. 
The temple faded into the background when the Fire Vein was no longer hidden behind the ledge of the ramp. Much of what was left of the walls on the interior of the columns was still intact, though it was clear that the roof had collapsed long ago. Right in the center of the temple, through the half-standing doorway, was an intense red glow from the vein. There was some debris in the way, but it shone brightly.
Everyone reached the top level. I left my golems at the bottom of the ramp to the fifth floor.
Like a butler, Shamash swept his hand forward toward the temple, beckoning me to continue. Travis and I shared a look before heading forward quickly.
There was no sign of a living creature through Mana Sight, so we didn’t slow. As I’d thought, the roof had collapsed completely, so we had to climb some stone slabs that sat at an odd angle once we entered to get our first look. It wasn’t a large building, but its lack of ceiling made it look larger than it was. Reaching the top of the debris, we saw our first mana vein.
It was like a pillar of red quicksilver that was twice as tall as a man. Like a tree, it had roots that dug deep into the floor. It moved like it was a living creature—like water although there was no container holding its shape. There was something that extended from it. It was like a mist of mana particles like thousands of stars encircled it from its base to its peak.
It didn’t feel like mana, but something rawer. I was about to ask Shamash about it when a person stepped out from behind it. His mana shone the same shade of orange-red as the vein and was liquid thick. No wonder I didn’t notice him. The vein had hidden his presence almost perfectly.
He took his time walking around its perimeter so as not to enter the mist and stopped on our side of the vein as if claiming it for himself. He stood a head taller than I did with a thin but powerful build. Even though he was wearing a black buttonless jacket with loose matching pants and a blood-red shirt underneath that hugged his collar, his athletic musculature was obvious. His face was silhouetted by the vein that towered behind him, but I could still make out his general features. He had a powerful jaw, with an underbite, but his face was long, and looked almost noble—yet his skin was olive green. It looked like an orc had either been stretched to become taller or he was half-orc half-elf. 
I didn’t waste time ramping Mana Sight to full power and observing him.
Unnamed
Pureblooded Orc
Level: ???
 
It was just about what I’d already guessed. He was not the level of monster I wanted to mess with.
Stepping back, I turned just enough to keep the orc in view while looking for Shamash. He’d already stepped forward and was standing at my side opposite Travis.
The orc shifted his weight ever so slightly and inclined his chin in what I first thought was a show of arrogance. Folding his hands behind his back, he bowed his head. It was directed toward Shamash.
Lifting his hand toward his mouth, a clear energy leaped from it to cover his lips. Then he started to speak. Like a bad dubbing job, his mouth moved as he spoke in an unknown language, but the words we heard we could understand. “Greetings, honored master,” he said before turning to me with a shallower bow. “Fellow students. I waited for you to finish with the dungeon’s trials before making my presence known so as not to divert you from The Path.”
I studied his expressions as best I could. In slow motion, it was easier to spot micro-emotions, but there was nothing that stood out as deceitful or hostile. The last thing I’d expected was a well-mannered orc. Not that I’d had the time to recover from his sudden appearance. That didn’t mean I’d lost my nerve.
The only orcs we had any experience with were the ones Lord Darius had brought with him as part of his army when he invaded the Head Mistress’s dungeon. Besides a similar shade of skin and his underbite, this one looked different in every way. We’d been surprised before by the goblins, so I decided to assume the best, while still being watchful.
“Friend orc,” I said, returning his bow. “We are surprised to see you here…”
His eyes narrowed momentarily while he considered how I meant my statement. He decided we meant well and gave a toothy smile. It surprised me to see that he only had two pairs of large canines. One on the top row and the second on the bottom. Besides the underbite, his teeth were perfectly straight.
He explained his purpose. “This shrine was built by my people long ago. I am here to study these ruins and my history, as part of The Path. May I ask for the honor of seeing your true face, blue mage?”
This time I did look directly at Shamash. Whether he’d known the orc was here or not, he was my only way of hiding my Light Magic presence.
“You must,” Shamash said. “It is rude to refuse.”
Turning back to the orc, I stepped forward and dropped all my forms, but not my skeletal armor. My helmet no longer covered my face. Within a few seconds, my humanity was revealed.
He took a deep breath through his nose as if to smell me. Twisting his head to the side, he didn’t seem to believe his eyes. He then looked to Travis who’d been in his human form since the orc made his presence known, but he hadn’t paid him much mind. It was as if a human slave wasn’t that odd of a discovery.
“A human with a lich’s contract?” he said, looking back and forth between the three of us. “A blue mage at that? Forgive me, but you are obviously not a member of the Illuminated Cathedral. Are you a tribal leader?”
Having no real clue as to what he meant, I gave Shamash a wide-eyed glance.
The lich began to educate me. “Hmmm. The Illuminated Cathedral was the center of the human domain before they were demolished by the vampire lords. He speaks as if it still exists. Most of the humans that survived from that era did so by joining together in small tribes to which you do not belong. Instead, you are the privileged servant of a gracious master who must remain unnamed.” Shamash turned to the orc to emphasize the last point.
Bowing his head once again, the orc accepted the answer as sufficient. “Thank you, master lich. I still haven’t introduced myself. I am Kulnath of the Pilgrim Horde. As one traveling on The Path, I’m walking the steps of my ancestors to learn the lessons of fallen glory. The Illuminated Cathedral still exists, though its location has changed from where it once was. If the rumors I’ve heard from the merchants are true, it was rebuilt two centuries ago and only in the last hundred years have its occupants begun trading again with outsiders. It’s the boldest of the human settlements to my knowledge. We’ve long suspected that they must have a few grandmasters to dare to make themselves known… But they do reside in the uncivilized regions of the Dungeon Level, and the information about their reformation isn’t yet that widely spread. My people have traded with them for a few decades, so we probably know more than most. If you seek to find them, that I’m afraid I can’t help you with. I just know they’re in the southeast.”
It was impossible to miss that we were heading in their direction already, but I had no current intention of seeking them out. From what I’d heard, they opposed all magic except for Light, and I wasn’t about to put Travis in the position where they’d dissuade him from Metal. Even if they were willing to work with us and didn’t discriminate against our magic and talents, going to them would have the negative consequences of putting them in the direct path of the Head Mistress. I’d already made that mistake once—not realizing that she could hear and see everything that we were doing.
“Thank you, Kulnath. I am Elorion, and this is my friend Travis.”
I watched my scout friend step up and wave an awkward hello.
Because it had taken Shamash so long to give me his name, I didn’t dare introduce him, even if it would be considered rude.
“Well met,” Kulnath replied. “I will be here for a few more days, but for now I will leave the shrine and give you the time you require. May The Path grind you to grand completion.”
The orc left with his hands clasped behind his back and looking up at was left of the structure. It was as if he was seeing how it had been, and not how it currently stood.
We turned our attention to the Fire Vein.
“Did you know he was here?” I said to Shamash.
“No. The vein hid his presence.”
From Travis, I heard an audible gulp.
 “Let’s hurry,” the lich suggested. “I believe Kulnath means you no harm, but his presence means that this vein sees far more activity than I suspected. Let’s examine the vein, then go. Our other objective can wait.”
“Sounds good to me,” Travis replied.
We approached the vein carefully so as not to accidentally trip and enter its outer aura. Like a ghostly museum guide, Shamash stood to the side of the vein and revealed his skeletal face. His multicolored eyes drew my attention once again. I felt where he was looking as if magnetic beams were being shot from his eyes like laser pointers.
“As you can see, this is a mana vein,” the lich said. “Elorion. Do you notice something different about it?”
I did. Its burnt orange color was the same as Fire Mana, but it didn’t glow in the same way. Instead of putting out light in all directions like a lightbulb, the column of mana was self-contained, not letting as much light escape. It was bright to the naked eye, but its light was surface level instead of being projected into the atmosphere. Seeing its galaxy-like aura with countless small droplets circling around it in orbit, that made little sense. Even the droplets acted the same way. I explained it to Shamash the best I could.
“Precisely,” the lich said, holding up a boney finger. “That is because a mana vein is not made up of mana. At least, not the processed version that you can manipulate with your will. It is called Aether. This is mana’s most natural state—pooled and condensed by the surrounding geography. If you tried to use this as a mana source, more than a few drops of it would tear your body apart. A single drop, however, when touched, will unlock a school of magic according to your natural talents and what schools you already know.”
“Is that why high-level monsters don’t keep one of these in their bedrooms?” Travis said.
A moment later, he was squirming under Shamash’s gaze. The lich seemed more amused than angry. “Yes. It is possible to convert Aether to mana, but it is extremely inefficient, and it has little positive effect. Even for a fire mage, it would take a grandmaster minutes to use it to restore their mana. A master—hours.”
When we didn’t respond, he continued, “The process of unlocking a school of magic is simple. Elorion could reach out with a strand of his mana or a finger and touch a single Aether drop, and the process would begin. The Aether enters your system like lightning, then you must direct your mana to push it throughout your body. The difficulty is that it’s unwieldy, taking days in some cases. Travis, for you, all that you would need to do is touch a single drop. Using a finger or even your spear would be enough connection for it to enter your system. You would have a harder time because you’re not as used to manipulating your mana. But Aether can also be more susceptible to processing if it’s your first school of magic. Because of its untamable nature, it doesn’t always work the same for every person.
“Have either of you changed your mind and want to learn Fire Magic while we’re here?”
I saw the answer in Travis’s face. He was still convinced Metal would be his best bet. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw something unexpected. The Faeastein Queen had fallen to her knees. She sat back with her shoulders drooping forward. Her hands rested palm up on her thighs as if all the strength had gone out of her. There was a look of absolute wonder etched on her face.
I looked to Shamash, but he shook his head in his full-bodied manner, indicating that he wasn’t quite sure what was going on either.
“Are you alright?” I said. The lich translated.
She shook her head without ever removing her eyes from the vein. She mumbled something.
“She wants to touch the Aether,” Shamash said.
I gave him a long wary look. “Is that wise? Will she grow strong enough to be a threat?”
“Let me do a little investigating.”
They spoke back and forth for a few minutes. Shamash was gentler than I’d ever seen him. Even the weight of his gaze was toned down. He was left tapping his boney chin.
“It seems the Faeastein exist solely to gather ore in hopes of growing strong enough to one day reach a Fire Vein so that their queen might process Aether. She doesn’t seem to know what will happen when she touches it, but it is the purpose of her existence.”
“Should we let her?” I said.
“I don’t know. She swears she will be forever in your debt and her people’s loss wouldn’t be in vain. The wise thing would be to not allow it, but I am a lich because I’m of an inquisitive nature. I’d love to see what happens.”
For a brief moment, I felt that I was looking at a monstrous child that was little more than a giant ball of curiosity. The lich’s nature might not be as mysterious as I’d feared. If I kept discovering new things, even if he had a hidden contract with the Head Mistress, he might look for loopholes to stick with me. Wishful thinking wasn’t a good reason to make such a decision though.
I studied the Faeastein Queen. Her eyes were large and, if it had been physically possible, I imagined they’d be filled with hopeful tears.
Giving her a nod, I recast my Ultimate Form before offering her my hand. With the grace of a human queen, she cupped her hand in mine and allowed me to help her to her feet. Nothing could have made that moment feel less awkward, but she seemed oblivious to what I was feeling. I walked her forward a few steps before letting her do as she wished.
Reaching out her hand, she hesitated and looked back. She curtseyed to me before making another move. How does she even know how to curtsey?
Her finger stopped a few inches from the closest droplet of Aether and slowly moved to touch it. As the quicksilver-like substance came in contact with her Firazite flesh, it looked like it was sucked into her finger and was gone in an instant.
She stumbled backward, and I moved to catch her.
“Don’t!” Shamash said, stopping me from doing so.
Falling, she was soon lying on her back completely motionless. She began to crack.
Out of instinct, I cast Forced Learn to see what was happening inside her. Instead of casting it with a huge surge of mana, I began funneling a constant stream. I hovered in the cloud of Fire Mana inside her. The Aether was everywhere like a current of electricity spider-webbing in all directions. The storm continued. It turned into the longest use of Forced Learn I’d ever cast. Outside of my magically enhanced focus, it may have only been a few seconds, but it felt like minutes to me. Still, something was happening. I couldn’t miss this opportunity.
Every mana particle in the cloud of dust began to spiral in the same direction. Like a twister, it began to funnel faster and faster. Then I saw it. The mana was condensed into a physical spiral that began so small it was impossible to see. But it quickly became visible as it grew, and the speed of its growth intensified as the cloud of mana was devoured. And then, it was finished. The spiral was no longer visible, for it was surrounded in a burnt orange casing. Like the beating of a heart, mana was pushed from the new mana orb to fill the queen’s body. Holding Forced Learn became too much and I was expelled from inside her.
I blinked my eyes open. I’d collapsed to the ground and found myself sitting with my leg sprawled out and my hands propping me up from behind.
“Elorion,” I heard Travis say. “You alright?” 
He was bending over me. I nodded that I was.
A few popups were staring me in the face.
You have unlocked the Blue Magic, Firazite Manipulation!
 
You have unlocked the Blue Magic, Core Creation!
 
Firazite Manipulation
You are now able to shape, purify and condense Firazite ore.
 
Even if it was limited to Firazite, having the ability to magically manipulate ore could be a game-changer for Arcane Engineering. Or more general crafting for that matter. With enough Firazite, who knew what was possible…
 
Colossal Blue Magic - Core Creation
 
I was stuck staring at the first line for a moment. I had only learned one Colossal Blue Magic spell and that was Magma that I had gained from Xaphan, the Primordial Cat.
“Being able to witness the creation of a core is very rare,” I heard Shamash say. He was standing behind me. I was too excited to be creeped out.
 
Rank: Novice
Level: 1
Lesser Orb Creation
Cost – 4,000,000 MP (400,000 MP with buffs)
Success Requirements:
The caster must channel mana into a funnel and wind it down into a tight spiral. The process’s length and success depend upon the caster’s skill.
Note: The type of orb created depends upon the mana’s source.
 
My mind was beginning to swim with ideas when I noticed the Faeastein Queen. Not only had she changed on the inside, but so had she on the outside. Any trace of mineral imperfection was gone, leaving her as smooth as steel polished into a mirror finish, but the skin of her face held a soft orange finish. Her eyes had become an even lighter shade of orange with dark red pupils that made them look more human than monster. It wasn’t only her skin and facial features that had become fairer, but her body had slimmed down to that of an athletic girl in her prime.
I felt the heat rise in my Incubus face as I caught myself trying to see past the seam of her tightly fitted armor. It was indeed part of her body, little more than tight-fitting red platemail, and had been produced when she changed. However, it was a deeper red than her skin and looked as if it was wrapped over her form like she were wearing a suit of clothing. 
She sat up a moment later in an exhausted, but smooth motion. When she saw me sitting a few feet away, she smiled without the rigidity she’d once possessed.
Travis gave a long whistle after seeing her. We both moved to help her up. He ended up taking one hand and I took the other. She spoke in her own tongue.
“She said thank you,” Shamash said. “She’s rather remarkable. I’ve seen her kind before, but never in this evolved state. Who would have guessed that her race lives to try to reach a Fire Vein, but rarely ever make it because they never gain the power to do so?”
Coming to her feet, she was shorter than before, but her mana shone brighter. I let go of her hand immediately, but Travis seemed to forget he was holding it.
She pulled her hand from his, causing him to realize what he was doing, and he took a step back. Lifting her hand to the base of her head, she let out a surge of mana and red vines seemingly sprouted from her bald head. They twisted themselves together in intricate patterns. Almost immediately it was clear what was starting to form. It was a crimson tiara. Even without hair on her head, it seemed to be all that was needed to tie her look together.
With that done, she turned to me with fondness in her eyes. Once again she curtsied before me, but this time she held the position and began to speak. She waited as Shamash translated each phrase.
“Thank you for helping me to fulfill my purpose. I feel like waking from a dream for the first time. My name is Degima. I find that I don’t know what I should do next. If you are willing, I would like to travel with you as you originally requested. I will help the young master with his training and give my support wherever it’s needed. Is that desirable?”
It was a position I never dreamed I would find myself in. The formality of her whole request made me feel like I’d stepped into a period piece where royalty existed. It was one part fascinating and another part repellent. The whole ownership of people and the superiority of classes was abhorrent to me. I needed her to understand that, but how?
Holding out my hand, I almost begged her to take it and rise from what had to be an uncomfortable position.
She took it and stood, beaming up at me.
I almost stopped myself from what I was about to say when I saw how she looked at me. “Yes,” I began as Shamash relayed my message. “You can remain with us for as long as it’s safe, and we will help you find a home if necessary. You aren’t and will never be a slave. Unless you endanger me or my friends, you’ll always be welcome.”
She bowed her head as if accepting my terms. The smile never left her face.
After she’d let go of my hands, my nerves started to calm. That is, until I heard another voice from the shadows.
“If I may be so bold,” Kulnath said, appearing near the back corner of the shrine. “Forgive me for the intrusion, but I felt what was happening and had to see for myself. Queen Degima, congratulations on your evolution.”
She happily responded.
“Elorion, it’s you that I wanted to address,” he said before turning to Shamash. “Master lich, I beg your forgiveness, but I wanted to make sure you were aware of the special benefits that Core Creation presents for someone that isn’t of a Monster Race.”
The lich was quiet as he studied the orc in silence. As the moments passed, it became too much to bear so I interrupted. “Benefits?”
Shamash slowly turned to face me. The silence lingered and I wasn’t sure if I should be frightened or falling asleep. In the end, he spoke. “As a human, your mana is mixed with your blood. It’s a characteristic of every humanoid race. The monster races, on the other hand, hold and manipulate their mana through a mana core. All of this you know. It’s possible, though, with Core Creation, for a human to form their own core. It won’t change the fact that your mana will still mix with your blood, but it will allow you to further refine your mana. I’m able to teach you, but I won’t interfere with Kulnath’s goodwill.”
The orc bowed at the waist. “Thank you for your grace,” he said, then wrapped his arms behind his back and addressed me. “The only drawback is that it can be dangerous.”
 



Chapter 14 – Friendly
With Shamash’s mana enclosure raised up around us, I sat Indian style across from Kulnath. Even while sitting he was a head taller than me. Using mana manipulation, he cast a simple light orb between us and sent it into a small orbit.
Up close, it was impossible to deny how human he seemed. Green tinted skin and an underbite were small features next to the personality and intelligence that I saw in his face. That didn’t mean I trusted him, but Shamash didn’t seem concerned so I looked past my worry as much as I could.
Suddenly the orb stopped. With two fingers, he pinched the side of the light orb, then pulled. “Much like pulling a thread, you must draw your mana into a spiral.” The trail of light that he dragged with his fingers followed an orbit similar to the one I’d seen form in Degima. When it reached a full circle, he wound another tighter circle inside of it. “Trace the inside of your spiral’s outer path. If you draw it too tight too quickly, your mana won’t build enough momentum and will degrade the spiral, making it spin out of control and dissipate, or worse, explode.”
I watched as his light orb slowly turned into a long strand that spun in on itself like a whirlpool. He took his time drawing it.
“Such an explosion could be dangerous,” he continued. “But it’s not the most dangerous part about creating your own core. The real danger is that you are doing it inside your own body. You won’t be able to see your work, and if the orb does explode, it can do real damage—even kill you if you’re trying to create a master orb, or greater. I highly suggest you practice making orbs outside your body until it becomes like second nature.”
I looked past the magic diagram he was drawing in the air and saw how much focus he was putting into the simple drawing. I had to ask. “Are you a blue mage?”
He shook his head. “No. The Path has never led me to a Blue Magic Vein. They’re extremely rare, and even those in the wilds are usually claimed by the closest people in power. Although, holding them is sometimes difficult, so they may send expeditions periodically to train their young.”
“Then how do you know how to do this?”
He gave me a snorting grin. “I’m not a blue mage, but there are a few elders in my tribe that are. Each member is given an orb as a child to speed the refinement of their mana. The monster races are at a great advantage because their orbs develop naturally. It allows them to possess much more mana than the Beast and Humanoid races. With such orbs, my tribe has found a way to help bridge the gap.”
If it was true that their cores allowed the monster races to possess more mana, then perhaps the Head Mistress’s advice to focus on Wisdom was wrong… If she naturally had more Mana than I would, then without focusing on Intelligence, perhaps I would never be able to match her.
When I didn’t respond, he added, “To answer your question more directly, it is technically possible for anyone to create a mana orb, but it is extremely difficult. Tell me, what is the essence of Blue Magic?”
His question shook me from my contemplation. “Stealing abilities from others.”
With a turn of his head, he looked at me from a different angle. “Oh?”
“Is that incorrect?”
“Not entirely. It would be more accurate to say that it allows you to become extremely sensitive to magic, allowing you to mimic the magic of others. Of course, it’s not simple mimicry, because someone that masters Blue Magic can sometimes even surpass the creatures or phenomena they mimic. This is why very few creatures would ever dare something like creating their own mana core. Only Blue Mages have the natural aptitude to mimic a core’s creation with any real proficiency.”
With a wave of his hand, his magic spiral disappeared. “Now it’s your turn.”
With all his explanations, the main thing that left me confused was why he felt it was necessary to explain it to me in the first place. I’d learned Core Creation, so all I had to do was cast it—or was that not the case? It was a colossal spell of which I only had one other—Magma. That one was expensive but rather easy to cast. The only drawback was that even its fumes were dangerous and as likely to kill me as my enemies.
Doing as he asked, I prepared myself. I had nearly enough mana without buffs, but Master Mind Buff would only benefit me if there was more to casting the spell than normal. For the cost of 78,600 MP, I boosted my Wisdom and Intelligence by 4,500, giving me the benefits of 10,000 Wisdom and nearly 1,400,000 MP.
I watched for any changes in the orc but saw little besides the tightening of the lines of his face as I increased my power tenfold. It seemed he’d expected this much. I cast Core Creation.
There was the normal drain on my mana, but I could immediately tell something was different. The source of my mana was in my blood, so when I used it I felt exhaustion throughout my entire body at once when I used too much. That much remained the same but the pull of mana this time was much sharper. It was almost like the Light Mana in my blood was being sucked out.
It wasn’t painful, exactly. Not so much that I couldn’t ignore it and focus on the pooling mana that seeped from my palm. I held my hand out, palm up, and my mana began to form the outer layer of a spiral on its own. I could tell already this spell was different. Just as the orc had instructed me, I began to direct my Light Mana tightly around the outer ring. As different as it was, guiding my mana’s path was easy enough. It didn’t require me to use my hand as a conductor, or spinster, but it was simple as remembering what I’d seen happen in Queen Degima as I’d watched her core form. The outer rings of the mana core wound slowly with little effort, but the process sped as the core shrank in size. Not only did it speed up, but instead of pulling the mana, it was more like trying to drill a path with a delicate string. The real difficulty was in keeping a clear head while exerting such a focused effort.
As I reached the heart of the spiral, I could feel the thread wishing to divert from its path. I denied it its desire like defending a spinning top from an intruder that wanted to make it wobble. The thread’s tendency to spin out of control was met with a conflicting tendency to follow the path until the final whole was made.
I was startled as soon as the spiral was complete, for the process wasn’t over. Kulnath was ready with further direction. “Now you must fill the spiral with your mana. It is no longer necessary to guide its path, for it has already been trodden. Simply give it mana.”
The final step was as straightforward as he said. I flooded it with the required mana, and, like a hungry demon, it devoured all I gave it. I watched as the Light Mana Orb started to take form. The spiral was its engine, but its remaining outer shell was its stored fuel. As it neared its final moments of creation, it glowed with piercing light that would have been impossible for a normal human to look upon without seeing afterimages later. The final layer of hardened mana covered it like wrapping paper, then it solidified and dropped into the palm of my hand. It was like a gemstone the size of a dime—a Lesser Light Orb had been formed.
Normally, casting a 400,000 MP spell wouldn’t exhaust me in this state, but it was as if more had been taken from me than mana. It wasn’t nearly as bad as mana sickness and disappeared after a few moments thanks to the help of my natural regeneration.
I smiled down at the orb that was once incredibly rare for us to find. Now I could make an almost unlimited supply. With these, perhaps I wouldn’t need any Light Mana materials after all. I got another pleasant surprise.
Core Creation
Rank: Novice
Level: 2
 
Looking up at Kulnath, I was caught off guard by his paralyzed state. I’d heard a little tension in his voice in his final instructions, but I hadn’t expected this. He stared at the Light Orb as if it was a forsaken thing.
“Is something wrong?” I said as softly as I could.
His eyes shot up to mine and he continued to stare. He shook his head awkwardly slow, before turning to look at Shamash who stood nearby. When he looked back to me a semblance of the kind orc had returned. “I assumed you had learned Blue Magic from a vein, but, if you would be so kind, what are your talents?”
I hesitated, but a nod from Shamash alleviated my immediate concern. “Light and Blue Magic.”
He stroked his chin as if he had a thick beard. “No wonder our lich friend favors you. No novice Blue Mage can create an orb with such ease—and certainly not the first time. Blue Mages aren’t exactly rare in the Underworld, because Blue Magic Veins are highly sought by all even if the veins themselves are rare. But natural Blue Mages are something else entirely. They’re as rare as their vein counterparts. Your ability to mimic creature abilities and magic will be unchallenged except by a few.”
Reaching forward, he closed my hand over the orb and held me tight while drawing me closer. “It’s still best to be cautious before placing an orb inside you. Spend the time to master the process and, in time, you will be able to create more powerful orbs, and even have multiple cores.”
“That’s enough,” Shamash insisted. “Thank you, master orc, for your kindness. I’m sure the young master will not forget it.”
As if frightened, Kulnath sprang to his feet and gave a full bow in the lich’s direction. “Of course. Thank you for indulging me.” He then turned to me, only bowing his head. “I hope our paths cross once again, young master. I will take my leave.” A few moments later, he was gone.
Offering his hand, Travis helped me to my feet. “That was sudden,” he said, meaning the orc’s departure.
“I fear you don’t understand the reason the orc was so willing to help you,” Shamash responded and appeared before us. “Such gestures are not usually free. He’s powerful enough that he could’ve attacked and killed you both. That would be difficult with me around, but not impossible. Instead, he decided to gamble. If you live long enough, you will become powerful. With a lich in your service, that is guaranteed. If need arises, he will seek you out and ask a favor in return for his kindness today.”
Having Shamash spell it out so clearly made me realize that I’d come close to using one of the stipulations of our contract—that he would’ve had to save my life which he would only do once. Thankfully, I hadn’t had to use it. “Should I have said no to his help?”
“No. That would’ve been unwise. You aren’t powerful enough to defend yourself in case he were to change his mind. Though Kulnath may have chosen not to take offense, most sentients you run across wouldn’t be so kind. He seems like an exception to the rule, but it’s impossible to read someone’s mind.”
“If I were to become powerful enough, when he sought out my help, couldn’t I just say no?”
“Yes. It’s not like the contract between us. But, in doing so, you could make an enemy of his people and they could start actively hunting you. It’s doubtful he would request anything indecent or dangerous. He’ll likely just ask you to upgrade his core when you reach a higher mastery. I just want you to be aware that kindness in the Underworld always comes at a cost.”
 



Chapter 15 – What’s Up?
Shamash asked us both again if we wanted to change our minds and learn the school of fire magic. We both declined. As convenient as it would be, there was no reason to rush our decision. From the lich’s own mouth, it looked like we were about to visit numerous dungeons to significantly raise our levels.
This one had been no exception. I’d gained 17 levels since the swarm of spiders, bringing me to level 870 with a Wisdom of 5,556. It was a good take, but Travis had outdone me. He’d entered the dungeon at level 561 and left at 672. It was a ridiculous jump, but, except for the swarm of spiders, everything we’d fought had been of a higher level than him, and the Hell Hounds were two to three times his level. His Constitution had reached 1,000, so he now had the accompanying bonuses at all times and was well on his way to getting his Strength there too.
The lich insisted we leave the area quickly if we weren’t going to utilize the vein to learn Fire Magic. The reason was obvious even if he didn’t say it aloud. As kind as Kulnath had been, he was still dangerous.
We ran for an entire day before Shamash let us stop. During our run, I practiced Core Creation by repeatedly trying to create orbs as we went. With all my focus, creating an orb was easy enough, but while running and scanning the environment for danger, it became a real challenge and I failed more than I succeeded. My failures weren’t exactly explosive but seeing 400,000 MP dissipate into the atmosphere was disheartening.
The lich only allowed me to use Mind Buff at a Novice Level to keep my presence limited. It gave me some additional mana, but I was still dangerously low after each cast. That limited my number of casts because I had to wait for my mana to replenish. Using Light Mana to create orbs surprisingly didn’t have a large mana presence because the entire process was an exercise in focusing mana into a small compact space. When we finally stopped, I’d only managed to successfully create three orbs and two were flawed—even if I didn’t understand how.
We stopped, not because we needed food or rest, but because we needed to check in with the others. Shamash seemed to understand more than I would have guessed that we needed to stay connected with the others to stay sane. Travis would soon transform as well, and I was interested in seeing how he responded to Queen Degima while in Werewolf Form. We found a cave that dead-ended off the main path, and the lich cast his territory to block off the area.
The queen took a seat outside the amber barrier as if keeping watch with my overly large golems. She was much smaller than before but still seemed to be the one in charge of them and not the other way around. As before, Travis and I were given our own barriers each with different characteristics. His was as much to keep him in as to hide his mana use. Mine wouldn’t even keep something out, but it was great for hiding my presence.
I contacted Aeris. “I’m available to talk whenever you are.”
It was more than a minute before she responded. She sounded like she was out of breath. “Elorion. How are you? I’ve got news.”
“I’m good. What is it?”
“I reached level 1,000!”
“What… That’s great,” I said, genuinely taken by surprise.
“Don’t be jealous. Please. It’s cheating, I know. The other girls will reach 1,000 in a few days. They’ve been feeding us monsters to kill while they’re bound, so it's not dangerous. It feels dirty, but the results speak for themselves.”
I began to pace. It seemed so unfair, but I couldn’t bring myself to feel bad about it. Their quick progression was only a positive for Sanctuary. The only drawback was that they might run into the problem of their spells and abilities being outpaced by their level. At least many of the casters had already reached the Master Rank.
“How can I be jealous?” I said. “Less princess-sitting for me.”
“Very funny,” she said with a false chuckle. “One last thing.” Her tone changed for the worse. “A few of us saw the new humans that belong to Mistress Nava. Instead of taking them to the dungeon level, they are staying in her personal palace.”
I shook my head. It was hard not to feel responsible. Our success had doomed others. “How many are there?”
“Ten that we saw. And they’re not like us, Elorion. They looked rough and older. Like they’d pulled them out of a prison. Even the women looked like bad news.”
“We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. Just keep focusing on getting stronger. Who knows what Nava has planned for them... If we’re lucky, we can find a place for them in Sanctuary eventually. If not, superior power will allow us to keep them in check. This isn’t the surface world.”
“I know. No it isn’t.” Her laugh was a tad dark, fluttering like a woodwind instrument. I’d almost forgot she was no longer entirely human. “So how are you?”
I began telling her about the dungeon and what we’d experienced. I didn’t leave anything out. She was fascinated hearing about the Faeastein Queen, and a bit perplexed about Kulnath. She wasn’t as excited about my ability to create orbs as I was until I explained that I could place them inside of humans so that they could use them to further refine their mana.
We talked for over an hour. The conversation ended with Sanctuary. We were both worried. I was the elected leader but Aeris was the glue that held everyone together. At least the girls had her while they were away.
After saying our goodbyes, I turned my attention to Travis who had ended his conversation with Kylie only minutes before. He was waiting for me at the edge of his barrier.
“I’ll be transforming soon,” he said. “I’d like to stay here for a while and test my control if you don’t mind.”
“Not at all,” I replied. “There is much I need to work on as well. I’m going to contact Richard and get an update on Sanctuary. I’ll let you know if there’s anything I find out.”
Before reaching out, I considered my next steps. I’d mostly been traveling while in my Ultimate Form. The Smoke Mastery connected to my partial Rog Form had already reached level 8. There’d been little change, but I wanted to keep its progression steady. I could power level it faster, but I didn’t want to give it all my attention because I felt Core Creation should be my primary focus until I was able to create my own core.
I ramped up my Master Mind Buff and took a seat with my back against the barrier-covered wall. Shamash was outside the barriers, speaking with Degima. I knew he could probably hear everything we said, but it was at least a semblance of privacy. I channeled ten times the mana into Rog Form as a part of my Ultimate Form. I felt my body stiffen in the condensed mana shell that it formed. It wasn’t something I’d ever do in a fight, but for now, it would help the form level faster and still left me with plenty of mana regeneration to play with. I began casting Core Creation without giving it much thought and contacted Richard.
“Yo!” he responded. “How goes it?”
“Elorion. What up?!” Russ replied as well.
“Hey,” came Skyler’s voice.
“Whoa. All three of you?” I said.
“Yup,” Richard said. “I brought them in on the conversation because they threatened to feed me to the pigs if I didn’t when I heard from you.”
“Oh really…”
“We’d never feed you to the pigs and corrupt our food source, man. That’s ludicrous,” Skyler replied. “We’ve just got stuff that needs to be said is all.”
“Okay. What’s going on?”
“Russ found the spare DP to upgrade the Dungeon Aura to Rank D. We’ve been battling mobs around level 1,000 for two days now. Our army is growing more powerful.”
I wasn’t about to tell him that seven or eight guys weren’t exactly an army, but the fact that they’d upgraded it and were somehow managing with such a small group was impressive. Especially when a number of them were focusing on other tasks as well. “How are you guys managing with so few of you?”
“Discipline. And we’ve repaired and locked a number of the doors in the Outer Perimeter to funnel the mobs into fewer rooms. When we need sleep, Mel takes care of the rest. He’s started sleeping during the day. Everyone is leveling up like madmen. Even Richard.”
There was a groan that was suddenly cut off as if someone didn’t want everyone to hear.
“Can you give me a brief update on how everyone’s doing?” I said.
Skyler proceeded to go through each person’s progression. Their levels were all nearing the 600s, and a few were already there. Skyler and Steve were the highest melee fighters. Trevon had the advantage of magic which propelled him up into the mid-600s. 
Steve, who had spoken to me about his mix of stealth and Lightning Magic, had decided to take the more difficult path of spending his stats on his magic and physical abilities. It seemed he could cause more one-hit damage than anyone currently in Sanctuary thanks to it. With what Shamash had said about Travis needing a school of magic, I wondered if I had counseled Steve incorrectly. He’d already had Lightning. I’d have to ask for the lich’s advice.
With Trevon’s Ice Magic during the day, it sounded as if any creature that gave the group any major problems would end up frozen or trapped in ice and everyone would bash it to death. It was a very traditional use of Ice Magic from a gamer’s perspective, but it seemed a frozen creature was harder to kill because the ice was like adding layers of armor.
When they all went to sleep, then Mel happened. Even though he hadn’t been able to find a new place to level, it seemed he’d finally gotten his wish. Because of their limited numbers, he was put in the position where he had to guard Sanctuary on his own overnight. From Skyler and Russ’s impressions, he’d never been happier. His level was an exception and was already in the 700s. If we didn’t get a move on, he’d probably pass me in a matter of days. His necromancy was perfectly designed for his current situation.
When Skyler was done, he said farewell, and Russ took over the conversation.
“How goes it, man?”
I first gave him a summary of what we’d been up to and made a point of mentioning Core Creation and Firazite Manipulation. “So besides the Fire Orbs we found, we now have an unlimited supply of Light Mana Orbs. Can you experiment with one of the orbs you have to see if you can create some kind of mana filtration system for our crops?”
“I have a few ideas already on how it might work,” he said. “It’s not Arcane Engineering exactly but adding orbs to weapons and armor is not a new concept. We just haven’t had the orbs for me to work with.”
“That’s great. How’s Sanctuary? And Olivia?”
He was quiet at first. I hoped something hadn’t happened between them. He started to give me an update on Sanctuary first. Our use of the Mana Cannon hadn’t caused as much damage we’d thought. The mana-catch above the filled-in Maze had survived mostly unscathed. Clarissa had done her job well. It was the mana channels that needed the most work, and the focal lens had been cooked in the process. Russ admitted that it was probably the fault of his resister. He’d tried to apply what he remembered of Ohm’s law, which was at best a starting point—for mana didn’t work in exactly the same way. Each element had its own variations on the same principles. We’d gotten lucky that it had worked at all. Perhaps, if he had more than just his memory and a high school level education to work with he’d be able to better utilize it. With the ability to experiment, though, he’d make it work. I let him know I didn’t have any doubt.
I had to ask him again about Olivia.
“She’s having trouble adjusting,” he said. “They’re making them kill creatures that are bound up and she’s really struggling with it.”
“Should I mention it to Aeris to see if she can help?” I replied.
“No,” he said immediately. “I’m afraid she’ll stop talking to me about how she feels if all of a sudden Aeris comes to her and she suspects I told you. Besides, that girl’s incredibly tough. Just because she doesn’t like it doesn’t mean she won’t get through it.”
“You’re right. I wouldn’t want her to send a vine, or something, all the way from the Succubi city to strangle you.”
“Thanks, man. I really appreciate that.”
We shared a laugh.
“How much longer do you think you’ll be on your quest?” he said, asking the question that even Aeris and I had chosen earlier to ignore.
“It’s going well, but I don’t know. If I had to guess, six months. Maybe even a year.”
“It sounds like the girls may be back before you are… Elorion, you don’t have anything to worry about, you know? I’ll be sure to build this place up into a fortress the likes of which the Underworld has never seen.”
I could hear the anger building in his voice the more he spoke. His goal was noble, even if it was impossible. What mattered was that I knew he would do everything he could to make it a reality. 
“I know you will,” I responded. “After we reach the dungeon we’re looking for so that Travis can learn Metal, we’ll be heading back in your direction and I’ll have a truckload of orbs for you. It will probably be a few months. Do you think you’ll be in good shape between now and then?”
“Of course. Do your thing.”
 



Chapter 16 – Magic Indigestion
Travis’s Werewolf transformation was completely different than it had been when we left Sanctuary. His fur had lightened until it was dirty blond and his size had increased in every direction making him a head taller and nearly twice as thick. With a Constitution and Strength over 1,000 to match his Dexterity, he didn’t just look more formidable, but he seemed to have better control. I wasn’t sure if that was because he was finally starting to master it or if his stat and level increase made a difference. Probably both.
When he transformed in the evening, he looked around blankly for a minute before pulling out one of the Firazite spears. He channeled mana into it to ignite its flames before cutting them off as if testing it. Turning around, he saw me sitting there with my back against the wall looking over at him. He twisted his head to the side—a bit confused—then nodded as if he knew what was going on. Turning his back on me once again, he crouched low. With an unnaturally quick lunge, he activated his spear wall, holding the phantom spears in place longer than he normally would.
As if pleased, he spun around then repeated the process, except this time he didn’t let his ability spread out as wide, drawing it into a smaller area the size of three large men standing shoulder to shoulder. It seemed like he was going to train.
I’d been assuming we were going to move on, but if he was planning on power leveling for a while, I wouldn’t complain. I dropped all my forms but Rog and kept the smoke compressed into its hardened state over my human body without reducing the amount of extra mana I was using for it. My attention turned to Core Creation.
With my full focus, I was finally able to try creating an orb without all the distractions. I drew my Light Mana around, creating the outer loop and slowly began to wind the thread tightly against the border until it wound tight and the process sped considerably. Mana Sight at full power made the process much easier. I succeeded in creating a Minor Light Orb on the first try. It reached level 4.
I pulled out the two flawed orbs I’d created to see where they’d gone wrong. From the outside, I could see no difference between the three. Using Forced Learn, I examined the good one first. My consciousness delved into the orb and I was suddenly swimming in the depths of a lake of hardened mana. It swirled around in gently flowing channels. If I’d seen this before I’d learned Core Creation, I’d have simply thought that that was all there was to see. Now I knew better. I swam toward the surface of the orb but didn’t emerge from it when I was nearly there. Instead, I followed the channels of slow-moving mana and soon found myself at the outer ring of the orb’s core. Letting it push me along like a mighty river, the outer ring was slow but powerful. It pulled mana from within the orb’s outer shell, but mainly from outside the orb itself. It seemed that even when the orb was full, it was always pulling at the world for more. That meant it must lose mana over time. I drifted down the river until it began to speed up. It only took a few minutes before I neared its center spiral and it felt like the entire world was closing in on me.
After I’d reached its center and was tossed back into the orb’s lake of excess mana, I cut the flow to Forced Learn. I did the same thing to the other orbs. It was only when I reached the spiral that I saw what had gone wrong. Both of the orbs took the same path that the first had taken, but it was like riding in a car where the wheels were unaligned. There were multiple swerves toward the edge of the lane before it corrected itself. How either of these orbs hadn’t been destroyed during creation, I could only guess.
“You’ve begun without me,” I heard Shamash say as I was pulling out of the last orb. “Good. Tell me, what did you see?”
I started to get up, but he held out his hand, stopping me. “If you are comfortable, remain seated,” he said.
So I did and began to explain to him the difference in the flawed and unflawed orbs.
It was rather ominous having him, a lich, lean over me as he listened and responded, but I was starting to get used to his presence regardless.
“It is as you think. The flawed ones are less efficient and should be discarded, for now. There will come a time when you may purposely want to create flaws for a variety of reasons, but you must start at the beginning. You already know why I allowed the orc to explain Core Creation to you. Now let me tell you where he was wrong,” Shamash said, half cackling and half clearing his throat. “He was correct about the difficulty of creating orbs. Most beings cannot even hope to be able to create one without unlocking Blue Magic. There is an exception though. The higher a creature's Intelligence and Wisdom, the more control they have over their own mana and even the mana around them. At Mistress Nava’s level, it would be possible for her to create flawless orbs even without Blue Magic.”
If that was true, did that mean that it was possible for a creature of her level to cast any Blue Magic spell without even unlocking the corresponding school? I asked him as much.
“It is as you say, but that doesn’t make it easy or efficient. What mana veins really do is open up your body and mind to an individual school. You could even say it scars you with its type of magic, bringing you closer to it. It is more than that, of course. The mana is infused into your system and becomes a permanent part of you. For a creature to control a school of magic without having it infused would mean they either have to convert their mana to a different element or pull the element from an outside source. In other words, they would never be as efficient as a blue mage, even one at a fraction of their level. A form that might cost you 10,000 Mana Per Minute might cost them millions. Such is the nature of magic though. Mana has the innate desire to be controlled by a strong enough will. The highest level creatures are capable of just about anything they put their minds to. There are exceptions like mind control and time manipulation, but they are frightening existences nonetheless.”
Even though I was already sitting down I felt like I’d been knocked back. “Why not just focus on gaining the most mana possible then and not bother learning all the different schools?”
“First of all, it is very unlikely that you will survive long enough at your current level if you don’t learn multiple schools of magic as soon as you can. And even if you were to reach the Head Mistress’s level, your mana will never be limitless. If every spell you cast costs you 100 to 1,000 times that of your opponent’s, how long do you think you’ll survive? Do not underestimate talents and specializing. There are mages half Lilith’s level that are capable of things she wouldn’t bother trying because of the incredible mana cost.”
I really did have to get up after what he’d said and begin to pace. “Is that why Lord Darius dared to attack the Head Mistress? It’s been bothering me since before we even left her dungeon. How could he possibly think that he’d be able to beat her?”
Placing his arms behind his back, the lich spun to face me as I was pacing back and forth. “In the simplest terms, it was possible for him to win. Though he hadn’t even reached Mistress Nava’s level, his talent with Ice Magic was something to behold. Not all talents are created equal, and his dwarfed all other ice mages in my experience. He was defeating monsters many times his level as soon as he could walk, which added to his arrogance. His ego was earned, but against Lilith—you saw for yourself.”
I did and remembered it vividly. It was my first real experience with overwhelming power. You don’t forget something like that, especially not your first time seeing it. Shamash’s explanation made what Lilith did seem even more incredible. Darius had encased himself in a glacier of ice, and yet Lilith had used the weakest of ice spells, Ice Shard, to overwhelm him with a barrage of thousands upon thousands of them. In the end, they penetrated his defense and left him in tatters.
“Let’s use this experience as our starting point,” the lich said. “After the Head Mistress defeated Lord Darius, what did she do next? Do you remember?”
I thought back to it and immediately thought of her taking of Skyler, but I didn’t think that was what he was asking. What had she done? “I’m not certain, but she used something like Succubi’s Caress or Vampire’s Might and took power from him. His body was shredded, so I’m not sure what it was. The blood and flesh were left, though. Of that, I can be certain.”
“His orb. Head Mistress Lilith devoured his orb.”
Stopping in my tracks, I felt as if numerous things clicked into place all at once. Of course. A monster’s mana orb was the densest source of power they possessed. “Does that mean I can use Succubi’s Caress to devour orbs as well?”
“Yes, but Vampire’s Might not Succubi’s Caress. At what level is yours now?”
I scrambled to bring it up.
Vampire’s Might
Rank: Intermediate
Leve: 62
 
“It has been slow to level since I reached Intermediate. It usually takes draining new creatures for the first time to gain experience,” I explained.
“There’s very little you could have done to speed the process,” he replied. “Until now. At the Intermediate Rank, you aren’t able to absorb orbs of opposing schools of magic. You should be able to absorb Minor Light Magic Orbs though. Give it a try. Start with a flawed one. This is the best current use for it.”
Looking down at the orbs in my hand, I singled out one of the flawed ones and took the other two in my other hand. Vampire’s Might had never been a difficult spell to cast, though it could be rather gross since its main use was to convert a creature’s blood into stats.
Here goes nothing.
I cast Vampire’s Might while focusing on the flawed orb. Before my eyes I watched the orb shoot up to hover a foot above my hand. A thousand tiny strands of grainy milky light snaked from the top and bottom of the orb. Instead of pooling into a sphere of energy before entering my system, the strands weaved through the air toward my hand. Many of them reached me at the same time. Like a balloon being filled with air, I started to feel the pressure building inside me. My natural internal flow began to slow as my mana bulged. The process had only begun.
After my initial shock, I watched as the orb’s excess storage compartments above and below its spiral were slowly depleted. It was at least a minute before I reached the spiral itself, which was all that was left. Starting on the outer rings, I watched as it unraveled. I already felt bloated, but the mana I was receiving from the spiral was even richer than what I’d already taken. I started to shake.
“Don’t stop,” Shamash warned. “This won’t harm you. Your body needs to get used to what this feels like. The more you do it the more natural it will feel and the faster you’ll absorb them.”
I’d grown used to being filled with overwhelming power when Vampire’s Might converted a creature’s blood then filled me, but this was entirely different. It wasn’t exactly painful. It was as if the blood vessels in my body were going to explode.
Reaching the compressed center of the spiral, my legs began to lose strength and I had to widen my stance so as not to fall. It was another minute before the process was done. It had taken approximately three minutes to absorb the entire orb. I stared at my now empty hand.
“Now look at your stats. What has changed?” the lich said.
I brought up my stats that included my Master Mind Buff.
Character Sheet
Level: 870
Health Points: 352,216
Mana Points: 1,399,649 (+149,697)
Mana Per Minute: 100,560(1,676 Per Second)
Attributes
Strength: 3,416
Dexterity: 3,521 
Constitution: 3,229
Intelligence: 6,839
Wisdom: 10,056
 
There was only one discernable difference. “It buffs my mana?”
“Exactly,” he replied.
“The buff is getting smaller by the second.” I calculated I was losing 3 MP a second from the buff.
“The loss will slow as the additional mana you’re carrying reaches a more manageable level and you’ll become better at it the more you do it. Once Vampire’s Might reaches the Advanced Rank, you’ll be able to hold the additional mana for days—at Master—indefinitely. Once used, though, your maximum mana will return to normal.”
“What do I do with it?”
“Create another orb. When you’re done, absorb the remaining flawed one and use its mana to create another orb as well. By then, you should be ready to absorb one of the unflawed orbs which possesses more mana. Come and get me when you do. Then we will begin the next step.”
“Step?”
The lich leaned forward, revealing to me his multicolored eyes. “In creating your mana core. The orc warned you that it was dangerous to create your own core and advised you to take your time to master orb creation first. He would be correct if you didn’t have me to guide you. There’s no need to wait. You will create it tonight, but first, you must prepare. Now, continue.”
I couldn’t help it. I felt like a young child that had just been told he’d be given a treat if he completed his lessons. 
I dove in headfirst to create another orb. The bloated feeling was a bit of a distraction, but also a reward. As I used mana to create the new orb, I first had to use the excess mana, which alleviated the pressure. Before I held another Minor Light Orb in my hand, the pressure had gone.
Adding another unflawed orb to my collection, I took the remaining flawed one and sighed. With the pressure gone, I turned to a popup that I’d ignored after absorbing the first orb.
Vampire’s Might has leveled up!
Level 64
 
Not only had Vampire’s Might leveled up, but it had done so twice in a single cast! Was this what it had been missing all along? If it wasn’t for mana orbs being so rare before, I would’ve tried it in the past. Now that I could create my own…
Curse the discomfort… I had power leveling to do. With much more zeal than the first time, I cast Vampire’s Might again on the second flawed orb. I supplied the spell some extra mana to hopefully speed up the process. It worked, a little. Supplying extra mana normally just extended Vampire’s Might’s range. This time, threads from the orbs in my other hand started to form. I immediately cut the excess, horrified of how absorbing more than one orb might feel.
Thankfully, after my close call, the process went much smoother than the first time. It cost 400,000 MP to create an orb and absorbing one of the flawed ones gave me between 150,000 and 160,000 MP, so I wasn’t at maximum mana when I absorbed the second one. That meant there was no bloated feeling. It only helped me recover the mana I’d lost quicker. It was fascinating to watch the orb unravel. Even though I didn’t feel bloated, I cast Core Creation immediately to begin working on the creation of the next orb. It was done in a few minutes and I was happy to see that Core Creation had reached level 7 and Vampire’s Might had reached Level 65.
I took a few deep breaths to center myself before starting in on the unflawed orb. It should contain more mana than the flawed ones. I’d already created two new mana orbs, but because my mana was recovering at over 100,000 per minute, and absorbing and creating orbs took time, I was still close to my max.
There was no discernable difference in absorbing an unflawed orb except that there was more stored mana in its spiral. It gave me a buff of closer to 200,000 MP. When using a minor orb in a dungeon like Sanctuary, it was worth about 20,000 DP, which worked out to the same amount of MP I was able to take from it.
By the time I was done, I felt the bloated feeling again and had surpassed my maximum mana by close to 100,000 MP. I didn’t have to fetch Shamash as he had asked me to do. He must have sensed it, for he was already heading my way.
“Take a seat.,” he said as he approached. “For this next step, you’ll need full concentration at first. Release all of your forms.”
I did as he said and tried to get in as comfortable a position as possible. I scooted up against the wall once again to relax even more and placed the two remaining mana orbs in front of me close to where my legs were crossed.
Standing over me, the lich began, “Tell me, what is it that you see when you try to look inside yourself with Mana Sight?”
I didn’t even bother trying to look for I already knew the answer. “The mana is so dense that it looks like a wall of light.”
“And how are you to place a mana orb inside yourself if you can’t see?”
Shifting in my seat, I grew uncomfortable. “Surgery?”
“Some sects do that, yes, but there is a better way.”
Shaking my head, I had no answer.
“Blue Magic’s Mana Sight focuses on a single sense and enhances it. Other schools of magic enhance other senses to better understand the world, like Earth Magic which focuses on the sense of feel. They can extend this sense into the earth around them and feel anything on or in it within the immediate area. They also gain the ability to feel what’s going on inside themselves because of this enhancement. Now, short of learning the School of Earth Magic, there are other ways that you can learn to do the same thing. It won’t come as naturally to you, but it isn’t too difficult. It may be almost impossible for you to feel what is happening to the earth around you, but not what is going on inside your own body. That is our next step.”
“I’m ready. What do I do?”
“First, don’t use your eyes. As a Blue Mage, you’ve grown too reliant on sight as a way to view the world. It would’ve been easier if you hadn’t already reached Master in Light Magic. Your magic no longer just flows through your blood, but it has joined with every part of you. That makes it harder to feel the flow of mana inside you because it permeates everything, but your mana control has also improved which gives us other options. Now follow my instructions and do what I ask, when I ask it.”
I nodded.
“Close your eyes,” he said.
I did.
“Just as when you prepare to cast a spell, funnel mana into your head. Pass it through your mind and onto the surface of your scalp to the highest part of your body. Do not let mana escape. It must remain inside you.”
It felt as if a battery were about to overcharge as I held my mana in place where he said.
His instruction continued. “Now let this built-up mana flow through you like a wave as it passes down through your head and into your neck—then into your chest, back and shoulder. Don’t let it escape into your arms but continue flowing down into your lungs and heart. Feel your organs, blood vessels, and nerves. Don’t stop there. Let it flow into your stomach and kidneys, then into your legs and your feet. Then let it go. Like the waves of an ocean, you will feel your mana return to the rest of your body, but it will take some time to fully settle. Feel where your mana goes and where it is hindered. Use it to scan your body. Beyond feeling with the touch of skin against skin, you will feel the parts hidden to the eye. This is how you will learn to feel within. The movement of mana allows you to examine every inch of yourself. Now, continue this exercise until I return. Focus on your stomach and get a feel for where your organs are, the surrounding fat and where everything fits. Once you have a clear picture, then we can proceed.”
At first, I struggled to pinpoint any specific thing inside of me because the wave of mana hit so many things at once. Some things became clear sooner than others. My heart’s beating sent tremors through my mana, so it was the first thing I picked up. I grasped a hold of it before turning my focus to my stomach region as he’d requested. It took numerous waves, but I was able to feel more than just movement. Every vein and vessel slowly took shape with each pass until I was even able to grasp its size and location. From there, I expanded my sense of feel out my lungs.
By gaining a clear feel for where my heart and lungs were, it became easier to understand what came next as I turned my focus to my lower torso where the lich had requested. It hadn’t been my original intention to fully catalog my internal organs, but I found it difficult to stop once I’d started. Even in my Ascended state, my human biology was still intact.
“It looks like you have finished,” Shamash said.
I opened my eyes, unsure how he could possibly know.
He must have seen the look on my face. “You stopped sending waves of mana through your body ten minutes ago. Now, the hard part is over. The last part is easy. Inside your gut are organs and fat. You need to create a Minor Light Orb in the space between organs. Doing it inside would be, inconvenient…”
“Where exactly?” I replied.
He directed me to the area a few inches below my navel and a few inches in. I didn’t have much visceral fat there, but there was a small amount between my organs like a protective barrier.
“And I simply cast the spell?” I said.
“Yes. As long as you start in the right place, your mana will create its own space and push everything else out of the way.”
He said it was the easiest part, but it was also the most intimidating. It was nice that I wasn’t going to have to cut myself open to place the orb inside, but that gave me little relief regarding what I was about to do. Looking up at him, I saw he was waiting.
Closing my eyes, I sent another wave of mana through me to get as clear a picture of the area as I could. I visualized the creation of an orb for a moment. Then, I cast it. I confirmed that my placement was good right at the beginning and didn’t let myself think of that again before I was finished. As the mana physically took form inside me, it made sense that everything would make room for what I was putting in there. What scared me the most was if I messed up the process and the blasted thing exploded inside me.
Though Mana Sight wouldn’t help in the process, I still had it activated at full power so that time slowed as much as possible to my senses. In this way, I made sure my spiral wasn’t just following the correct path but wound perfectly. I even supplied it with a little excess mana so that its threads were thicker and more refined. When I finished the spiral, and my excess mana began to fill its storage areas on top and bottom, I felt things shift inside me ever so slightly. And then, I was done.
“I don’t feel any different.” I didn’t even feel any bloating.
“And you won’t until you learn to draw from and refill it. That is where Vampire’s Might’s usefulness ends, and Succubi’s Caress takes over. If you haven’t already guessed, these skills are inherent to the monster races because they naturally possess orbs. Normally, you would use the vampire version of Succubi’s Caress since you’re using Vampire’s Might to absorb orbs, or the succubus version of both, but using them as you are will make little practical difference. The important thing is to know that these abilities spawn from the orbs themselves.
“For now, let’s move on to the next dungeon. The exercises I’ll give you can be practiced as we travel. Congratulations. As you unlock the mysteries of your new core, a whole new world of possibilities will open up to you.”
Sending a wave of mana throughout my body, I pinpointed my core, which felt foreign, but also familiar. “Will I be able to give the others cores as well?”
“In time, but before you can help others, you must first help yourself. Now return to your Incubus Form and let us depart.”
With that, he left me and headed toward my Werewolf friend who hadn’t stopped practicing his spear wall since I’d left him alone.
 



Chapter 17 – Wolfy Grin
Sometime over the past week, Travis had learned to further control his Werewolf Form. It wasn’t perfect, but when he had his fits, he didn’t lash out but became still and quiet. It might take minutes, but he’d soon return to us under control.
“You know, when you smile at me it looks like you want to eat me,” I said. As Shamash had advised, I was in my Crimson Incubus Form which made Travis more uncomfortable. My friend just gave me another wolfish grin. The fact that his sense of humor was beginning to show through even when transformed was a great sign.
The lich led us to the next dungeon. He agreed it wasn’t as pressing of a matter to find Light Magic materials because of the promise of being able to create the siphon I’d imagined for Sanctuary’s crops with Light Orbs alone.
I continued to create orbs as we traveled while trying to keep my mana signature down. Shamash warned that soon I’d have no choice but to travel at full power as we got further away from civilization. He’d charted seven different dungeons for us to stop at before we reached our next destination. Most of them possessed Dark Magic Veins, which would give us practice against creatures of the same School of Magic that the majority of the vampires would use. On our trek back, we’d then stop at different dungeons that would allow Travis to test out his new school of magic.
Creating orbs wasn’t the only exercise the lich had given me. The orb inside of me had a natural cycle. Depending on its surroundings, it was always pulling in mana from the world. It wasn’t able to convert different forms of mana to Light Mana, with one exception. It could draw in neutral mana which existed everywhere to a certain extent. But if it did have access to Light Magic, the process would be even faster because of my orb’s Light Magic nature.
An orb’s reason for drawing mana was to fill itself with refined mana. I hadn’t truly understood what that meant until Shamash had explained. An orb drew in mana to condense it in its spiral to fill its storage capacity with refined, or liquid, mana. It was the same density of mana that I’d seen Lord Darius and Mistress Nava possess throughout their entire bodies. Instead of the cloud of mana that existed inside of me and my friends, once condensed and refined, our mana would exist in the same liquid state as theirs did. Ultimately, a drop of refined mana was worth at least 10 times a cloudy drop of unrefined. My mana grew nearer to this state when using Master Mind Buff to push my Wisdom past 10,000, but the more I learned about it, the more I understood my mana really hadn’t reached the same density as true Refined Mana. It seemed that without a core, it was impossible.
The exercises I was given were simple in concept but tricky in execution. I was to gather my Light Mana around the core inside me and rotate it in the same direction as the core’s spiral while gently pressing mana into it. At the same time, it was necessary to use Succubi’s Caress to draw mana from my core’s upper and lower storage layers where the refined mana was deposited. Any one of the exercises would be easy enough on their own, but the challenge was learning to rotate my mana and put the right pressure on my core while not absorbing too much or too little mana from the core with Succubi’s Caress. If I rotated my mana too quickly, put too much or too little pressure on the core, or drew too much or too little mana, the process would suffer and even spin out of control. I could even damage my core by overdrawing from it. It was imperative that I learned to limit the amount of mana I drew to what was in my core’s storage layers and no more.
The good news was that even if I did nothing but leave my core alone, because it was surrounded by nothing but Light Mana, it would fill rather quickly. A Light Magic Orb could take months to fill in the Underworld because of how little Light Mana there was. Inside of me, it would only take days. If I could master the refinement process, it might only take hours. As Succubi’s Caress leveled, it would take even less time than that.
This was only the first step though. Until Succubi’s Caress ranked up, I was only able to draw on my core like a battery. I wasn’t able to replace my own mana with the refined mana inside of it. That was the true endgame. My current exercises sped the refinement process, but I was drawing so little mana that I was hardly making up for the cost of casting Succubi’s Caress. Mastering the basics came first, then I could speed up the process.
When we reached the first Dark Magic Dungeon, the lich’s other purpose for bringing us here was revealed. With Master Mind Buff active, I was able to clear the dungeon quickly. Travis only got a small workout in, but he didn’t mind. The faster we cleared it, the quicker we leveled and the sooner we could hit up the next dungeon. Power leveling lich style.
The first one was filled with mostly Dark Magic aligned insects. All of them we had faced before in the Belly and Sanctuary. Their levels were rather inflated, though, so I earned 54 additional levels thanks mainly to doing most of the killing. There also seemed to be many more creatures here than in the Fire Dungeon. They had little defense against overwhelming amounts of Light Magic.
As soon as it was clear, Shamash told me to draw back my Mind Buff to Novice and insisted we stop at the Dark Magic Vein. There was no temple built up around this one, but claw-like columns of obsidian reached up toward the sky all around it. Instead of a stack of five levels, this dungeon was a deep valley with the vein at its center.
Travis and I approached the vein together, while Degima chose to stay back with Shamash and the golems. It was similar to the Fire Vein in almost every way. The only obvious difference was that bolts of darkness struck periodically from the pillar at random Dark Magic droplets that orbited around it. The whole area would have been black as night except for the purple glow that radiated from the Dark Vein’s Aether.
We were both silent as we stood there and observed. I suspected this exercise was more for my benefit than Travis’s. Soon, I’d have to decide which element I would unlock first. Dark Magic would be the most difficult and I’d never have the proficiency I could have with other Schools of Magic, but there were many benefits. I regretted not focusing more on my Necromancy, but in comparison to Mel’s, mine was a cheap imitation.
Dark Magic’s most promising possibility was learning to defend against my primary weakness. Having the ability to manipulate the reaction between Light and Dark Magics was also tempting. There didn’t seem to be any true direct defense against it.
Even after Travis had left, I stood there for a bit longer meditating. What I needed was a trump card. Something that even the Head Mistress would have no easy counter to. She’d know, of course, what it was that I decided, but there had to be something out there.
“What keeps you?” I heard the lich say.
I turned my head in his direction and nodded a greeting without removing my eyes from the vein. “No school of magic seems like the perfect fit,” I replied.
“Does there have to be a perfect fit?”
“I don’t know, but if there is I must find it. What are the rarest schools of magic?”
“The rarest are the most specialized schools. Metal is among the rarest and so is Blue Magic, which you already possess.”
“But what of schools that few people possess. Their veins may be rare, but there are still numerous people that have unlocked them.”
Shamash floated up to hover at my side. He didn’t respond until I looked at him. He’d uncloaked his multi-faceted eyes and was staring at me. “The rarest schools cannot be learned with the help of mana veins, for such veins do not exist. They’re hellishly difficult to unlock and are often unknown except by the few who have unlocked them by mistake or unbelievable amounts of willpower. Not even people with the rarest talents are talented in such schools. You have said that you are in a hurry to finish this quest. If your heart is set on unlocking veinless magic, know that it could greatly delay your return.”
I dare to stare into his eyes, feeling the pressure of his gaze. I held it for a long while as I looked for some secret or some hint that might help me decide. In the end, I asked him, “Could the delay be worth it?”
Suddenly he revealed the rest of his skeletal face. The purple energy that acted as skin turned up at the corners of his mouth, showing me a lifeless smile. “Oh yes.”
My eyes dropped, but not out of fear. Contemplation overtook me.
When I didn’t respond right away, the lich spoke again. “There’s no wrong answer, and no reason you must make the decision today. Let’s continue to the next vein. Experiencing more may help you decide.”
 



Chapter 18 – Lost Signal
The time came when we were nearing the extent of Richard’s communication ability and soon we’d lose contact. He was able to tell us that we were within ten miles of losing his “Junction Signal”, or “Signal of Junction”. He couldn’t decide which sounded better. Before we made it to the next dungeon, we stopped and informed everyone that we would lose contact for the next couple of weeks. 
I personally looked for an excuse to stay in contact, but Aeris talked me out of it. We briefly discussed the possibility of unveined schools of magic, and how that too might extend our time apart if I decide to pursue one as my First School. She was already considering her First as well. The Succubi had one of every major vein in their territory and Dark, Earth, and Wind close to the city itself. She would be able to pick and choose without conquering a dungeon. I would never deny her the convenience of progressing so quickly but found self-pity waiting in the dark recesses of my mind that would come into the light if I let it. I did not.
Technically, the next school of magic we chose wouldn’t be our first school, but it was called that because it was the first one outside of our natural talents that we would learn. Our natural schools were called Foundations. The decision of which school of magic you chose as your First would determine your maximum proficiency with all other schools after that. Eventually, you could learn all of them, or at least the major ones. The Second and Third Schools were also important, but less so. The lich explained multiple strategies for how best to unlock schools and in what order. Some strategies were designed to give you maximum proficiency with closely related schools, and others leaned toward giving you maximum proficiency with two opposite ones.
“Do you want to head back?” I said. “We have a lot of loot that the guys would find helpful. There are over 20 Minor Light Orbs now, not to mention the Fire Orbs and the other loot we’ve found.”
“Shut up,” Travis replied, giving me his best wolfish snarl while still in his human form. He could only hold it for a moment before it changed to a smirk.
“Fine, but since you’re going to unlock Metal, have you considered growing a mullet?”
“I don’t think metalheads normally rock mullets.”
“Yeah, that was probably unfair. I just think a mullet would look good on you.”
“No, you don’t. You just want me to be the mullet-wearing Werewolf superhero in the group.”
I nodded my head. “Actually, yeah. That sounds pretty awesome.”
“I’ll consider it,” he said, turning away so I couldn’t tell if he was rolling his eyes or not.
We soon arrived at our next dungeon. It was small, and its Earth Vein was out in the open where anyone could see. A single type of mob had overrun the place. The Mud Ogres stood nearly twice my height and resembled boulders with elephant limbs. They had no necks, or perhaps it was more accurate to say that the bulge of their shoulders was so immense that their round heads with flat fang-filled mouths seemed to grow straight out of their shoulders. Looking at them in the mana realm revealed they possessed a mix of Earth, Water, and Dark Magic. When I began observing them, I didn’t find a single ogre that was under level 1,500. And there were at least 40 of them.
“The difficulty has increased sooner than I expected,” Shamash said. “Ogres of any kind are notoriously hard to kill.”
Looking at their stats, I understood why.
Mud Ogre
Level: 1,593
Health Points: 1,013,000
Mana Points: 670
Attributes
Strength: 3,014
Dexterity: 200
Constitution: 5,065
Intelligence: 67
Wisdom: 42
 
“They each have over one million HP,” I said, giving Travis a look.
He returned a nonchalant shrug.
“That’s only part of the problem,” Shamash replied. “Ogres are known for their regeneration abilities. I suspect their mix of Earth and Water elements will only improve their ability to take a hit. You don’t have the luxury of holding back this time. What do you suspect are its elemental weaknesses?”
Just by his word usage, he’d given us a hint. That by itself was concerning since he rarely offered such information even if we asked.
“As I see it, we have a few options,” I said. “With enough water, we could make them lose form and become—squishy. Freezing them could also limit their movements, and then there’s fire. We could cook them like a bunch of cookies in the oven…”
“Fair assessment, but the first method won’t work,” the lich insisted. “They’re ogres, not golems. Their flesh is reinforced with Earth and Water Mana, but it is still flesh. Heat and cold might make them easier to deal with though. The question is, how much will you need? They’re large enough that they’ll be able to withstand quite a lot.”
“Don’t be stingy. Got it.”
“And Elorion.”
I looked at the lich when he didn’t continue. He held my gaze for a long moment before saying, “Don’t let one get ahold of you. Even if you don’t have to breathe, you can drown when mud is forced down into your lungs. Besides crushing with their bare hands, they will pull you inside of them and squeeze.”
It had been a while since I’d stretched out my wings. I nodded that I understood and turned to Travis. “Give me a minute to preheat the oven, then attack when you see an opening.”
He gave me a thumbs up.
As I was about to set off, there was a surge of power that made me flinch. Had they somehow found out we were here and launched an attack? Looking toward the energy spike, I found myself looking at Travis in his Werewolf Form. How was that possible? It was still late morning and he wasn’t supposed to transform until tonight…
He didn’t answer with words, but one of his fang-filled grins and another hairy thumbs up.
I’d chosen to use heat instead of ice since his armor was resistant, but in his Werewolf Form he could wear his armor, but not his helmet. He’d lowered himself into a relaxed crouch. I decided I’d trust his judgment. Besides, it might become too hot for him to approach at all. I suspected the instincts of his inner wolf would guide him against such danger.
Pulling out one of my Minor Light Orbs, I held it in my Incubus hand. Succubi’s Caress would allow a slow drain on the mana inside. Because it was so small, there wasn’t enough surface area for me to drain it quickly. Using Vampire’s Might was different. It would destroy the orb, but it would also provide me with the quick boost that I desired.
Ramping up my Mind Buff to its Master Rank, I felt its power fill me. My mana soared past 1,500,000. I shot forward and began to climb high into the room. I already had the attention of half the ogres, which seemed more curious than hostile. Flexing the fingers of my Magma Fist, I laughed at myself. Even now when the lich had insisted I go all out, the part of me that desired to preserve my mana was condemning the thought. The orbs gave me a way around that stingy part of me.
I began to fall before a snap of my wings sped my descent. The ogres might be tough and strong, but I doubted speed was one of their strong points. Even as a few tried to throw rocks, and what I assumed was mud, I was already upon them with my Magma Fist outstretched. Andesitic Magma exploded from me. This time I’d braced against the blast. A wave of molten rock washed over my first victim as my wings shot out and redirected me. Like a dive bomber, I soared over the ground of the arena-like cavern and bathed the forty Mud Ogres in Magma. Vampire’s Might began devouring my orb to replenish me and then some.
Before I’d even circled the whole room, I heard the concussion of Travis’s attack. With this Werewolf Form doubling his physical stats, he was becoming a disrupting force. A bathtub’s worth of Magma splattered the sky as he retreated from the ogre he’d struck.
I amped Mana Sight to full power as I climbed higher into the air and watched the injured ogre’s body reform. Travis had managed to sever its shoulder from its body, and blasted a hole in its neck and multiple additional holes in its chest. It had little trouble pulling itself together with the magma knocked off of it.
As if holding out a water hose, I directed a shower of liquid rock down over its recovering form. From my place overhead, I did the same to any other ogres I believed needed a more thorough washing until the spell ran its course. 
The Minor Light Orb had filled me with more mana than I’d used, so I was feeling bloated again. Now to let them cook for a minute.
I decided not to instruct Travis to wait. This was the first time he’d forcibly transformed, and I didn’t know how stretched his control was. After his first attack, it was unnecessary anyway, for he decided to wait by himself.
It was too soon to tell if the spell would kill them, but it was certainly having an effect. How many tons of molten rock did I just dump on them?
Little more than ten seconds later, I started to see movement. As the ogres appeared from beneath the magma, their flesh that wasn’t still covered was black and cracked. Creature Observation gave me a pleasant surprise. Their HP had been cut by as much as half.
Now to see if the Magma had any side effects. With the additional 100,000 MP that was inflating me like an overstretched balloon, I channeled all of it into a massive Alpha Bomb. Anticipating Travis would attack soon, I unleashed it on the far side of the room so the explosion wouldn’t harm him. The cow-sized purple ball of energy collided with an ogre. The monster was sturdy enough that it stumbled under the weight of my attack but didn’t fall. Then the neutral energy exploded.
My eyes bulged wide as I flapped my wings hard and fast, launching me away from the concussive wave. It struck me even though I had gained some distance and rocked me to my core. The cycling of mana that I’d tried to keep spinning as I fought faltered. It was annoying, but I was unharmed.
After recovering from the initial shock, I saw the aftermath of underestimating my magic. Half the room looked swept clean except for the truck-sized crater left in the grey-brown dungeon floor. All the magma and ogre pieces were tossed to the other side of the room where some were still moving.
Finding one that was on the brink of death, I cast Forced Learn so as not to lose my chance. With its essence stolen, I turned my attention to finishing the rest. Travis beat me to making the next move. His spear wall smacked into those closest to the entrance. He seemed more like a worker cleaning up than a fighter. Those closest to him had only a tiny bit of fight left in them. I stayed where I was to give him a shot at finishing them off. Even as they healed, he darted from ogre to ogre, reopening wounds until they couldn’t regenerate fast enough to keep up with his constant barrage.
The earth started to shake as a mound by the Earth Vein started to rise. A closer look revealed it wasn’t a mound at all, but another ogre, except this one, half-covered in Magma, was a head taller than all the rest. Observing it, I saw that its level was too high for me to examine.
Of course. There would have to be a boss monster of some kind. 
It turned its attention toward Travis, who had now felled two of its ogres. My magma seemed to have affected this one much less. I knew I had to do something.
I was a blur as I flew at it. Instead of unleashing another spell, my shoulder hit it square in the chest, knocking it back. As it fell, my momentum took me in the same direction. We were feet away as it grabbed me instinctively. Its flesh had been hard as armor when I struck it, but suddenly it was hugging me to itself and I was sinking into its massive torso.
There was a piercing howl before all sound and light was drowned out. The pressure to crush me started immediately once I was lodged fully inside its body. It was a dirty situation. I felt mud start to go up my nose.
No time like the present to try out my new form. With five times the 10,000 Mana Per Minute it would normally take me to cast the Mud Ogre Form, I began to change. As I’d suspected, the form grew in size as it was provided with more mana. Hopefully, far too large for even the mountain of mud to keep me locked up inside of him.
I began to expand even as the boss ogre tried to roll me up into a small ball and press me into diamonds. It seemed to give way before the pressure stopped and my prison started to expand with me.
Fine. Have it your way.
I changed tactics before my Mud Ogre Form took full shape. The boss monster noticed the difference and started putting on the pressure again. Once I’d taken my intended form, the pressure no longer bothered me. Casting Forced Learn where I was, I searched the ogre and found what I was looking for. A Dark Mana Orb. I flexed the heat of my form and reached out for the orb with my claws. Like an Olympic swimmer, I pressed my arms toward it, pulling the mud and pushing it out of the way. My molten claws tore through it and my jaws clamped over the orb. With one final feline stroke, I ripped my way out of the ogre’s back. As my Primordial Cat head emerged, the monster’s will left its body.
Falling to the ground, I landed on my front paws. And turned to watch what happened to the creature after its orb had been removed.
I had already returned to my Crimson Incubus Form when the mob’s body started to spasm and teetered over to crash on its side. 
Taking a good look at the orb I’d removed, I saw it was a Minor Dark Orb of abnormal size. Perhaps I’d be able to use it to cast some kind of Dark Magic…
The fight wasn’t quite over, so I joined Travis in beating down the last dozen or so Mud Ogres.
It had been a good take, even if there’d only been forty to forty-five monsters in total. I’d gained 36 levels, bringing me to level 960, only 40 from the big 1,000. I’d also gained an extra 92 Constitution from sucking the ogres dry. I’d hoped it would be more, but even though Vampire’s Might worked on them, Devour did not, so it limited my stat increase.
Once again, Travis and I stood there with Shamash and he asked if we wanted to change our minds and unlock Earth Magic as our First. We both declined.
There was another issue that I needed to address. “You said that I’d have to go all out against the ogres, but they didn’t take much mana to defeat. Did you overestimate how powerful they were?” I said, trying not to sound accusatory—at least not yet.
“Not at all,” he replied. “You constantly underestimate how powerful you are because you’re always holding back. There is wisdom in that approach, but it can also make things unnecessarily difficult. If you hadn’t gone straight to Magma and followed up with condensed Alpha, then this dungeon could’ve given you both a lot of trouble. Instead, you listened.”
A sudden bark drew my attention to my friend who had yet to transform back to his human form. He hadn’t spoken since he’d force-changed, so I wondered if he’d forgotten how. He was staring at me with his toothy grin.
We left soon after with our entourage in tow. It seemed Travis had decided he was going to take the lead while in this form and handle any monsters that were too slow, or dense, to get out of the way in time.
One or two more dungeons and I should reach level 1,000. Exactly what was in store for me, I could only guess.
 



Chapter 19 -The Armies of Undead
The Mud Ogre Form I’d received was surprisingly costly with some interesting benefits.
Mud Ogre Form
Level: 1
Cost: 100,000 Mana Per Minute (10,000 with buffs)
Strength: +25%
Constitution: +50%
Special Abilities: Mud Skin, Mud Blood, Ogre Regeneration
Mud Skin: You have the ability to manipulate the moisture present in your skin, making it as hard as stone, or malleable as clay.
Mud Blood: Your insides are filled with mud in place of organs, nerves, etc. You can use this substance as you see fit. Throw it, compress it, harden it, soften it…Mud pies anyone?
Ogre Regeneration: +1% HP per second
Next Level:
Cost: Remains the same.
Strength: +1%
Constitution: +1%
 
It wasn’t exactly unique except for its mix of Earth and Water Magics. Primordial Cat allowed me to manipulate my body in the same way Mud Skin would and Mud Ogre Form’s Strength and Constitution buffs were decent, but not nearly the best I had. The most interesting part was the Ogre Regeneration. Werewolf Form was the only one that compared. It gave me a 3x multiplier to my natural regeneration, which was high thanks to my Ascension. At my current rate, though, my Mud Ogre Form was better. I’d have to give it serious consideration and leveling it up would be worth the effort.
I’d also gained new Blue Magic called Mud Slinger. It was exactly as it sounded, allowing me to throw mud as a projectile.
With our loss of contact with Sanctuary, Travis and I both found ourselves in a hurry to reach our destination.
I neared level 1,000 by gaining another 20 levels in the next dungeon. Its vein was Dark in nature. Despite the level gain, it was rather dull with almost nothing unique about it. The one after was even more of a downer and I only gained 8 levels, placing me at level 988. We’d hoped to be facing much more difficult mobs by now. Arriving at the 6th dungeon, we finally got our wish.
There was already a battle going on when we peered through the dungeon’s entrance to see a grand cavern as large as the Belly. Spikes of dark stone as large as trees stood high overhead at random like headsman’s blades ready to fall at any time on unsuspecting victims. The location of the vein wasn’t immediately clear, but all indications pointed toward the middle of the room.
I studied the battle for a few moments to get my bearings. What I saw was something I hadn’t expected to see unless we returned to the Head Mistress’s Dungeon. An army of Zombies faced off with an army of Skeletons. I cast Invisibility immediately on our entire party. Armies of undead could mean only one thing. There had to be mistress-level monsters controlling them.
“What’s wrong?” Shamash said, beating Travis to it.
“Undead armies. I’m looking for the casters,” I replied.
“Who says there has to be casters?”
My head snapped to the side to look at him. “What?”
“You may have only seen summoned undead, but that doesn’t mean there aren’t natural ones.”
I mouthed something, but no words came out. This was just another thing I thought I knew that I really hadn’t understood.
“Well, at least this means it should be another quickie,” Travis said.
“Never underestimate the undead,” Shamash insisted. “This will be your first true test. The Vampires are superior in every way, except naturally spawned zombies and skeletons have ungodly Constitution.”
I began casting Creature Observation and had to swallow a knot forming in the back of my throat. “Even the lowest is too high in level for me to observe…”
“Yet they aren’t nearly as high as the Tammaro family that guards the vampire gate. This won’t be simple, but all undead share a common weakness.”
“Light Magic?”
“You have the tools for the job. It’s time you learn to apply them.”
We didn’t approach right away, but the lich pulled us back and discussed a couple of strategic options. I listened.
 
***
 
Approaching alone, I took to the sky. With crimson wings and a body covered in skeletal plate armor, I flew toward the center of the room, stopping when I had a good view of the vein below. There were thousands of zombies and skeletons on either side. Their size and dark power mocked the weakness of the undead that we’d faced in the Head Mistress’s dungeon. These monsters weren’t just reanimated humans, but the dead of other races—much more powerful in body. Minotaurs and giants, dwarves and elves, orcs and beasts on all fours warred against one another for the blessings the Dark Vein offered.
How long had this battle lasted? A day, or years? I couldn’t possibly know. What I did know was that I had to be careful. As powerful as I was at full strength, my normal approach would only get me killed. I had to do what only I could do.
I withdrew 5 Minor Light Orbs with each hand. My bone armor didn’t cover my hands, nor did any of my forms. Holding so many was awkward because of their size, but I would not drop them. I held 1,000,000 mana in each hand.
Vampire’s Might had only continued to climb as I’d followed the lich’s prescribed training of using it to deconstruct and absorb every other Light Orb that I created. It was now level 83, and I expected what I was about to try to give it even more insight.
I had no precedent for doing this, and the lich could only guide me with his knowledge of what should be possible. He couldn’t tell me exactly how I should do it. For all my experimenting, this would easily be the most extreme thing I’d ever tried. It wasn’t just casting a spell but utilizing multiple spells and multiple forms.
With death only a couple dozen meters beneath my feet, I closed my eyes. I knew what I needed to accomplish, but not how to blend my forms in the perfect harmony that I needed. My Crimson Incubus Form faded, but my wings remained, as did the muscles that drove them. I let the skeletal armor fall from my arms and only my humanity remained. Too much of one form and not enough of another and this wouldn’t work. I focused on what I thought I needed and held it in my mind with a vice grip. Now.
My chest, waist, and legs were gone in an instant. Light replaced them. I felt like a being of static electricity that was wearing the upper part of a human body like a coat. Opening my eyes, I found that the reality wasn’t much different. I shone in the glow of my Solar Mage Form, but my human arms remained, as did my shoulders and much of my back. I’d also left from my neck up human to utilize Master Mind Buff as best I could. It was at that moment, as I realized everything was working exactly as I’d hoped, that I began to comprehend what I was capable of. This was something that even Lilith couldn’t do.
It took more mana channeled to Master Mind Buff than normal, but with the manipulation of my forms, instead of the buff being 30% effective, it was over 80% because I’d left my human mind intact. With the benefits of 10,000 Wisdom and Solar Mage combined, I cast Vampire’s Might on all ten of my Minor Light Orbs at once. In Solar Mage, Blue Magic was supposed to be impossible, but thousands of strands burst from the orbs in my hands and started to fill me with an unprecedented amount of mana.
The battle below me slowed as I channeled almost three times more Light Mana at once than I’d ever dared before. My presence had been revealed, but it was too late.
Artificial Sun after Artificial Sun bloomed into life near the dungeon’s walls one at a time and began to create a great boundary of light, trapping every undead creature inside the dungeon with no escape.
When the zombies to the north tried to flee, an Artificial Sun as tall as the largest undead giant appeared before them, boiling their flesh and sending them fleeing toward the middle of the room. It was the same for the rest.
Placing the tenth Sun, my trap was complete. The undead had stopped fighting each other and rushed toward the Dark Magic Vein to make their stand.
I felt the bloating from excess mana. It was similar to what I’d felt in my human form, but in Solar Mage there was some unique distinctions. It wasn’t pressure, or warmth—there was just more. My glow was blinding, as bright as the brightest of my Artificial Suns, and it cost me nothing.
As the orbs I’d held finished dissolving, I no longer had need for human hands. From my chest up, I remained human, but Solar Mage took over the rest except for the wings on my back. I rolled my finger into fists of light and drew my Artificial Suns toward me.
Like an avalanche of light from all directions, the undead were stuck with nowhere to go. The closer to my light they were, the more damage they took. It wasn’t a quick death, but the zombies melted and the skeletons smoked, before turning into dust. The first few died only after my Suns began to close, then they fell in droves.
It happened unexpectedly. Time stopped. I sped through my popups to see that I’d hit level 1,000. It didn’t affect my Light Magic, but my Blue Magic was a different story.
Blue Magic: Full Spectrum is unlocked!
 
Creature Observation is no longer limited in its ability to discern creature information.
Note: This ability does not see past those hiding or disguising their levels and abilities.
 
Mana Sight and Forced Learn have partially merged to form the ability Time Crawl.
 
Time Crawl brings time to a stop for ten seconds so that the caster can better ascertain their circumstances. It can only be used once per minute, and channeling does not increase the spell’s capabilities.
Note: This does not allow you to actually stop time and act between moments, but to focus your mind with such intensity that time seemingly stops, giving you a chance to gain clarity.
 
Forced Learn remains the same but is much more cost-effective.
 
Mana Sight at full power was already what I’d consider overpowered, but Time Crawl took that even further. Somehow I’d cast it instinctively when I felt something inside of me had changed. It was limited by how often I could use it, but having ten seconds every minute to push pause and think through my next moves couldn’t be underestimated.
It wasn’t my most powerful change, but seeing that Creature Observation was no longer limited by a creature’s level left me even more excited. Since some creatures could hide their true strength, it wasn’t perfect, but for the convenience alone, I would give up bacon for a month. That probably wasn’t exactly true, although I was bound to be without it much longer than that as my mission progressed.
The timer was up, and the chaos below began again. With Mana Sight at full power, things still crawled along, and I began casting Observation like a madman. As the undead’s levels were revealed, I couldn’t believe what I was seeing. The lowest among them were in the 2,000s, but many were in the 3,000s and there were some as high as 5,000. The ones dying were mostly in the 2,000s, but Artificial Sun was having detrimental effects on even the highest level ones.
I strengthened my hold on my Suns, before lifting my hand and casting another directly above the Dark Magic Vein. It was still many meters away from the vein itself, but I’d give the undead no choice but to face the light.
When the space in the dungeon had been halved by my Suns, some of the undead tried to make a run for it. Most aimed for the space between the shining globes, but some of the highest level monsters walked right through them.
My Laser ability flared, piercing the skeletons and zombies as they fled. Few made it past my Suns, but since there were thousands of undead, even a small percentage meant that there were hundreds of them.
I pinpointed a skeletal giant that walked right through the center of one of my Suns and struck it in the spine with Laser. I’d been watching him because it was level 5,132, and quite literally an undead titan. Casting Forced Learn, my perception pierced into it as sharply as my light and I became aware of the monster’s existence. Just like the Lich, there was mana holding its body together, and a Dark Magic Orb, much larger than any I’d been able to create, floating inside its skull. Laser battered it from the outside, allowing me to watch the creature’s internal reaction. I watched as mana gathered like a shield to protect its back, but it was stretched thin for it was already defending against the onslaught from my Artificial Suns.
Cutting Forced Learn, I knew what I needed to do. With three times the mana in a focused beam, I fired Laser again higher on its spine. It struck far enough away from where its defense was the strongest that my attack drilled right through it. Its head fell from its shoulders as it died.
My perceptions returned to it as it did, and new insights filled me. I’d save my popups for later. They were a reward that could wait. If I let my excitement take over, great masses of experience could escape. That was something I could never allow.
Time Crawl gripped the world, and all was calm. I picked my targets quickly. As more high-level monsters collapsed, I transformed my left hand back to its human form and almost in desperation I grabbed another handful of Minor Light Orbs from my inventory. Much of what I’d been carrying I’d taken from it and left with my group at the entrance to the dungeon because my Solar Mage Form lessened the amount I could hold. There was still enough left of my physical being that carrying the orbs was no burden.
It was hard to tell the difference between madness and glee as I executed numerous monsters many times my level. I’d learned early on that a person’s level didn’t always tell the full story, but it was nice to know that my level was finally starting to catch up to my true ability. I didn’t have enough hands to add my incoming stats to Wisdom, so I summoned my skeletal tail to do it for me.
Not one escaped—and there wasn’t a single Light Mana Orb that I didn’t spend on the endeavor. Twenty-seven orbs were lost in the exercise. Only my own core survived, but I would have happily devoured it to accomplish what I did that day.
After I’d cut down all that tried to escape, the rest of them crowded around the Dark Mana Vein. The weakest ones that had survived up to that point were some of the closest to the vein. When I saw that none of the remaining ones had any intention of trying to flee past my Suns, I began channeling excess mana into the Artificial Sun over the vein and had it descend.
A bolt of purple lightning leaped from the vein and struck the Sun above it, but my spell remained. Seeing the vein’s response, the weakest mobs gave up and threw their bodies into the vein itself. Like a hungry slug, lightning struck followed by liquid mana, engulfing the creatures as they entered its inner orbit.
As much as possible, I observed everything. I confirmed I was receiving experience as the mobs sacrificed themselves, but such petty things quickly drifted from my mind. Forced Learn didn’t work on the Dark Magic Vein, but it did work inside the vein’s orbit. It was there that Aether and mana coexisted. As the vein swallowed the creatures who were compatible with its Dark nature, they were absorbed into the pillar but were broken like glass under many metric tons of pressure.
I learned from it, and I learned from the creatures as they died, but after its luster wore off, I watched as the vein attacked my Artificial Sun. It may have not been attacking as much as it was a natural phenomenon. The bolts of Dark Magic did little against the Artificial Sun, and I understood why. This specific spell didn’t have much of the life force aspect of Light Magic, but the physical. The biggest mystery was that this Dark Magic wasn’t having much of a reaction with my Solar Aspect Light Magic, but my magic was greatly affecting the undead. So it wasn’t just the life aspect that harmed them as I knew all too well from my time in the Head Mistress’s Dungeon, but the Solar Aspect was just as detrimental.
When it was all over, I sat in darkness at the foot of the Dark Magic Vein. I was in my human form but had enough sanity left to cover myself with my skeletal armor. My body was shaking, and I wasn’t sure why. There were many possibilities. My mind was aghast by the things I had learned. It was almost too much to process, but the fact that I was succeeding at understanding so much of it made it even more terrifying. How could so much happen in a single battle—so much progress? It had been the perfect storm.
I’d been looking to advance and level up, but not like this. My first thought was that it was unfair, but I quickly took that thought back. No, the truth of the matter was that the Head Mistress had chosen well. I was the perfect weapon against the vampires, as long as I attacked first. The moment I was ambushed from behind, or there was a Vampire Mage that could weather my Light Magic storm, I would be extinguished as easily as I’d slain these undead armies.
In moments when my mind found snippets of clarity, I’d glance up at the vein and wonder if unlocking Dark Magic as my First School would gift me a shield against certain death.
Joy and fear contested inside of me as savagely as Light Magic would against Dark. Months of power leveling had happened in an instant. I’d been able to see what Solar Mage was capable of. Vampire’s Might had soared past level 83 and ranked up in a few monstrous casts. I’d been able to annihilate thousands of monsters many times stronger than me. I also knew that, if caught unaware, a Dark Mage much weaker than me could kill me easily. My Blue Magic would help. I knew that it would. But I’d never seen such exorbitant devastation. I’d never felt so powerful, nor so vulnerable, as I did as I sat there in the dark.
A person’s level in the Underworld only went so far. It was the mastery of elements that truly ruled all.
I knew the others were there behind me. They’d been there waiting for over an hour already and Travis had looted much of the room including the countless orbs with Queen Degima. I wanted to celebrate, but I couldn’t stop the tremors or the overload on my mind. Healing didn’t help, for I was healthier than I’d ever been. Shamash would discern it was time soon enough and help me to set things in order. There was much that we needed to discuss.
 



Chapter 20 – Advanced Control
I was wrong about Shamash approaching me first, although I heard his voice encouraging my friend to come. Travis sat down to my left and, at first, he didn’t speak. I was able to pull myself from my experience overload long enough to glance at him. He’d changed. The firmness of his jaw and the depth of focus behind his eyes seemed foreign—strengthened with wisdom. Not the Wisdom that you manipulate on a character sheet. He’d always had a way of cutting to the heart of a situation. When he spoke, that hadn’t changed. “We’re really going to do this, aren’t we?”
“We must,” I replied.
He gave a definitive nod. “Then, this might not be the best time, but I need something from you.”
“Name it.”
“Shamash has given me a lot to think about and I’ve made a decision. I’m going to bring Intelligence and Wisdom to 1,000 to get the most out of Metal. It should also give me an edge when controlling my Werewolf Form. What I need from you is for you to place a core inside me.”
“You do remember that it will be more difficult for you because you don’t have any specific spells to help you draw mana out of one, right?”
“I do. It will take me longer to master, but it’s the path to the most power. I don’t really have another choice. Please.”
“Of course I will,” I said, no longer looking at him but watching small ripples in the Dark Magic Vein. I wondered if it knew I was the one responsible for delivering it so much new mana. “It will take a minute. Stay still.”
I heard Travis thank me as my strands of life aspect Light Mana emerged from my eyes and hands. There was no reason to delay, so I plunged into my friend and the Light Mana that permeated his entire system revealed to me every secret of his internal being. I hadn’t checked his stats, but I immediately saw that he had misspoken. He wasn’t going to increase his Intelligence and Wisdom to 1,000, he already had. Just how many levels had he received?
Finding the safe location to create an orb near his navel, I began the process of Core Creation. In the beginning, it had taken all of my concentration to create a single orb, but now it was little more than tracing the lines. I wasn’t content with just giving him an unflawed core. This was something that would help him, and possibly save his life—or help him save others.
I drew the strand of mana as tight as I could, packing it tight against the sides of the strands that came before it. The pressure I placed on the delicate strands pushed them to the breaking point, but instead of breaking, they helped to reinforce one another as they spun into a perfect spiral. It added a degree of difficulty, or at least it would have once. Instead of struggling against it, I fell into a focused trance. Theory and action met together, and I felt the harmony between the two.
You have created a Flawless Intermediate Core!
 
It was appropriate that my first Intermediate Core was given to a friend. If I’d just created it as an orb, I would’ve likely used Vampire’s Might to just absorb it and not appreciated it for what it was.
“Thank you,” he said, getting to his feet. He reached down and grabbed my shoulder in gratitude before leaving me.
As he left I cast Creation Observation to get a clear picture of what had become of my friend.
Travis
Level: 1,461
Attributes
Strength: 1,008
Dexterity: 3,989
Constitution: 1,014
Intelligence: 1,001
Wisdom: 1,002
 
I examined his level and stats for a quick moment, before dismissing them. I’d expected as much. In approximately 200 levels he’d reach 10,000 in Dexterity when his Werewolf Form doubled his physical stats. It surprised me that I was feeling such relief at seeing his advancement. He’d chosen the longer path instead of going straight for 10,000 Dexterity, but he was right. In the long run, he had no choice. 
I turned to my own core and had two options. One, I could just absorb it and create another one, but that seemed inappropriate, like I was being unthankful for the help my core had provided me. In actuality, it had done little more than help me train my core exercises, but that was an essential step.
Finding it was far easier than without a core because I was already encircling it with mana. Activating Core Creation gave me access to the core and all its strands. I first displaced its stored energy and loosened it. I too had a decision to make. An Advanced Core wasn’t so far out of my reach that I thought it was impossible to create one now. I had my theories and was pretty sure I was correct. Unlike most of my magic, Core Creation didn’t care as much about your Rank as it did your skill. It would reveal more about higher level cores as I ranked up, but if I was capable enough now, a Master’s Core probably wasn’t out of my reach. The question I pondered was, should I? I believed the answer was no. I needed to take this slow because mana refinement was as much art as anything else. I wasn’t proficient enough and I needed Succubi’s Caress to rank up before I’d be able to draw enough from my core anyways. That settled it.
Just like spinning a top, I drew the outer strand of my core tight and began to wind it up strand by strand with the same additional pressure needed to compress its spiral. When I reached the heart of the core, its strand came to an end and I supplied it additional mana to extend the strand as far as I needed. With its spiral complete, its mana storage took its place and I added the mana that an Intermediate Core needed. 
So much had changed from a single battle.
The distraction had brought me back to the present and I came to my feet. I hadn’t even taken my full prize from defeating the undead armies and yet my human body hummed with power.
Turning to the others, I addressed them. “You’ve removed the monster cores?”
“A few hundred of them,” Travis replied. “It will probably take a few days to get at all of them.”
“You fear absorbing them?” Shamash said, floating to the forefront of the group to hover a few feet from me.
I wasn’t sure if I should nod or shake my head. “Yeah. I don’t think I can handle that much additional mana.”
“You took a good first step today, but you still have far to go. Do not fear. Vampire’s Might ranked up?”
“It’s Advanced Rank now.”
“It’s now possible for you to absorb orbs of other schools, but the further an orb is from your natural alignment, the harder it will be to absorb. You’ll find these Dark Orbs still cost you more mana to absorb than they’ll provide you. Especially the more advanced ones, which are much more difficult. But this is a perfect opportunity for something else.”
“And that is?”
“Training Vampire’s Might and Succubi’s Caress. I also believe you have a few new tools to play with, yes?”
I was suddenly feeling self-conscious, so I turned to the others. Travis offered me an encouraging smirk and Queen Degima, she... Well, she had a slight bow to her head and wouldn’t look me in the eye.
I answered Shamash. “Many. There’s also a conversation we need to have. I think I’ve decided on which First School I want to pursue first.”
“Good, but it can wait. First, gather the orbs and Devour the zombies as you go. That will take care of two things at once. It will also prepare their skeletons so that you can have your pick.”
“You know?”
The lich chortled like an old man also struggling to breathe. “Some paths are well-trodden, and others are entirely unique. Blue Magic Necromancy is much sought after by those who don’t choose Dark Magic as one of their main schools. Few are so well known, but don’t let that inhibit you from developing it. For now, one step at a time. Handle these evident steps first, then we will tackle the mysterious paths of unveined magic. Don’t forget to practice your cycling on your new core either. Now go.”
 
***
 
There was wisdom in delaying our conversation, even if I wasn’t thrilled about it. I had so much—too much—that I was dealing with right now. The longer I took, the longer it would be before we could move on. Travis needed his first school of magic and we needed to get back into range of Richard’s communication skills. Being unable to share what had happened with Aeris was the worst part. Travis’s company kept me sane, but Aeris kept me grounded. It may sound like the same thing, but it was like treating the symptoms of an illness instead of treating the illness itself. Staying alive and staying healthy were not the same.
Travis and Degima took the skeletons while I handled the zombies. There was no clean way to remove the orbs from inside the undead beast and humanoid creatures. With help from Laser and my tail, I stayed mostly untainted except for the occasional spray of blood that traveled further than I thought possible. This would have been great practice if I was training to be a surgeon or crime scene investigator.
One by one I Devoured the flesh and blood of the mobs. Even though I’d Drained numerous zombies in the past, the natural undead were different than summoned ones. Vampire’s Might had also ranked up, making it even more proficient. By the time I was done, even the level 5,000 zombies were no longer giving me any additional stats. It should have been earth-shattering, but too much had happened for me to feel much.
+1,173 Str
+731 Dex
+1,339 Con
+99 Int
+89 Wis
 
I’d expected more, but I knew draining stats would ultimately be limited. Lilith had left Lord Darius’s blood and flesh alone, choosing to only absorb his core. As much as I didn’t want to admit it, that could mean only one thing. Eventually, I’d Drain so many of each creature that there would be no more benefit to continuing. I might have been beginning to understand why the Head Mistress had chosen to kidnap us in the first place. Still, I was far from being that jaded. My journey had only begun.
We’d officially gone from seeing orbs as rare and precious to swimming in them. There were so many it would have been difficult to make room for them all. The opportunity they granted couldn’t be underestimated. I was also aware of the opportunity I was missing. If my mana refinement ability was more advanced and my Vampire’s Might and Succubi’s Caress abilities were at the highest rank, the piles of orbs in front of me held enough mana for me to truly kill Mistress Nava once and for all. The hunger to carry out such a sentence upon her startled me. I didn’t realize I was capable of hating someone as much as I hated her.
One Minor Dark Orb at a time, I began absorbing them with Vampire’s Might. The process was strenuous. It took many times the amount of mana to deconstruct each one and then convert the Dark Mana to Light. I didn’t expect it to be so costly since Vampire’s Might didn’t have the same problem when converting blood into stats.
To speed it up, I decided to pump my Intelligence up to 5,050 so that my 11x Master Mind Buff pushed it to 10,000. I wasn’t quite sure why I’d been holding back except for some strange desire inside of me to adhere to Lilith’s original counsel. My Intelligence and Wisdom based bonuses had merged into a single mastery when my Wisdom surpassed 10,000 which was now my permanent status. With Intelligence also surpassing 10,000, not much seemingly changed—except where it mattered.
Advanced Mana Control
The amount of total mana you possess is now calculated with a multiplier of 200(+300) for every point of Intelligence.
Mana rejuvenation is calculated with a multiplier of 10(+2) for every point of Wisdom.
All spells cost 90% less mana to cast.
All spells are 100% more powerful.
 
11x Master Mind Buff didn’t change in cost or effectiveness as mana flooded my mind. Nothing dramatic happened despite the fact that my mana pool exploded. Having 10,000 Wisdom permanently pushed my mana past 1,000,000, but 10,000 Intelligence was like adding rocket fuel to the tank. With over 5,000,000 MP, I continued the process. Besides Shamash, the others didn’t even notice that there had been a change.
Travis practiced cycling while he waited for me. When he got bored with that, he sparred with Queen Degima. I felt bad that I’d mostly neglected her. She’d chosen to come with us even after we’d killed her people and we’d taken her captive against her will when we first met.
When the Minor Dark Orbs were depleted, I moved on to the Intermediate ones. They were much rarer than even the Advanced Dark Orbs, but I wasn’t sure why. I kept a few just in case because of their rarity.
Shamash had been right. Dark Aligned orbs were far more costly to absorb, and the higher rank ones were even more costly. I was finally starting to gain more mana from the minor ones when I reached the end of them and had to move on. The Advanced ones were a real chore. If the Minor ones were worth 20,000 Dungeon Points, or 200,000 MP and the Intermediate ones were 30,000 DP or 300,000 MP, the Advanced ones were a much bigger jump in power. They were worth 80,000 DP, or 800,000 MP, and cost twice that to absorb because of their density.
It seemed that my ability to refine mana to a liquid consistency of the quality of Lilith’s wasn’t just limited by the level of Succubi’s Caress, but also my core itself. The core condensed the mana, and Succubi’s Caress allowed me to draw it into myself. It wasn’t much of a mystery, but now I was sure that that was the case. There were hundreds of the Advanced Orbs, so if we stayed until I finished it would take days. Better inventory them and work on them as we traveled. After a full day of absorbing them, Shamash agreed.
He led me around the mounds of skeletal corpses and didn’t speak for many minutes. It seemed that he wanted me to first focus on them, or the scene, but after spending so much time wading through them and taking their orbs, I no longer saw the horrors that these creatures had been. They were just debris.
Bringing up my Character Sheet, I looked at it still feeling like it belonged to someone else. But that wasn’t the case at all. It was me.
Elorion
Character Sheet
Level: 2,277
Health Points: 495,316
Mana Points: 1,051,899 [5,041,899 with buffs]
Mana Per Minute: 100,000(1,666.66 Per Second) [179,400(2,990 Per Second) with buffs]
Attributes
Strength: 4,589
Dexterity: 4,252 
Constitution: 4,660
Intelligence: 5,050 [10,000 with buffs]
Wisdom: 10,000 [14,950 with buffs]
Stats to Spend: 178
 
Finally, the lich spun around to face me. He had the purple energy of his mana-flesh and his eyes of spinning colors unveiled. I’d been with him long enough now to conclude that any time he revealed his true form he meant business.
I closed my character sheet and prepared to listen.
 



Chapter 21 – Embar
“For the sake of time, I will explain to you the many options afforded you as a Blue Magic Necromancer,” Shamash began. His eyes glowed brighter with his voice’s inflections. “Many seek out fields of carnage such as this.” He waved his hand over the piles of skeletal beasts, both whole and broken. “Their pride forces them to choose the path of numbers. To face their enemies with the largest army possible. This is vanity and a grave mistake. Necromancy based on Blue Magic will never be able to compete with true necromancer numbers and quality of summons. It is, after all, an imitation.
“However, there is one facet in which a Blue Mage can hold their own. It only works if you focus on quality of summons above all else. Tell me of your experience so far with necromancy.”
I thought for a moment before pulling my Skeleton Warrior out of my inventory that I had cast Undead Dominance on long ago. Then, I began to explain how I’d been able to resurrect a minion and it could level up. The problem was that if it died, then I couldn’t restore it, so I hadn’t spent the time to level the ability. It was too situational, requiring a lot of pet sitting, or hunting down higher level undead creatures—a monster type we hadn’t seen since the Head Mistress’s dungeon.
Bringing his hands together, there was a wave of power that burst from the lich. It seemingly had no other effect than to get my attention. “Then you understand one method of summoning and its limitations. It was further limited because your necromancy was based on Light Magic and not Dark. Why do you think that is so?”
I searched my memory as I considered the question and realized I didn’t know. “It must have something to do with the difference between Light and Dark Magic, but other than that I’m not sure.”
“Precisely. You’ve just unlocked a few Dark Magic spells through your Blue Magic now, correct?”
“I have.”
“It’s understandable that you don’t understand Dark Magic as thoroughly as you do Light. Cast the cheapest Dark Magic spell you have into the sky.”
Looking up, I made sure there was nothing that could fall on my head if I accidentally struck it. My worry was unfounded. The cavern’s ceiling was far out of reach. Hesitating, I considered casting something over my human hand to protect it, but I needed to know if casting Dark Magic in my human form would harm me.
Lifting my hand high overhead so as not to take any chances if Dark Magic became unwieldy, I cast Shadow Bolt.
Shadow Bolt
This is the simplest of Dark Magic spells that even the most magically inept Dark Aligned creatures eventually learn if they live long enough. A Dark Magic Bolt is fired in the general direction that you aim.
 
My mana pooled immediately for the spell, but there was a long, five-second delay as my mana transitioned into Dark Magic. Something resembling a purple lightning bolt shot out of my hand leaving me unscathed. The bolt was—a disappointment. Its purple glow was dim, and it only reached about ten feet in the air before dissipating into nothing. At a cost of 10,000 MP, it was utterly underwhelming.
“Good choice of spell,” Shamash said. “This one is similar to the base spell for natural Dark Mages. Unlike the Elemental Schools, real Dark Magic doesn’t have a skill tree. Just like Light Magic, it is all based on a single spell. Cast it please.”
I did as he asked and cast Heal into the air above me, supplying it 5 MP. There was a stream of light particles that quickly headed for the ceiling hundreds of feet overhead. It reached it and billowed into a cloud of Light dust.
“You see the difference?” Shamash said. “Look past your Dark Magic’s lack of proficiency to its simple nature. Light Magic is lightweight and gentle in nature. Dark Magic is unwieldy and violent. Through mana manipulation, both magics can be used to heal creatures of the same alignment or kill those of the opposite. Dark Magic’s nature makes it dangerous for elemental alignments as well, but Light Magic takes significant manipulation to do the same damage. These are the most obvious differences.
“But how does its nature affect these piles of bones compared to that of Light Magic?” With a twirl of the lich’s finger, the skeleton of a humanoid creature started to shake and come together. It had been lying in an unnatural position when it started to rise, coming to its feet. “Your limits with Undead Dominance were because of your Light Magic. Where your natural magic seeks harmony, Dark Magic seeks control. A Blue Mage with a Dark alignment would’ve been able to raise five times the number of undead you were, not because of the base spell, but because necromancy was born of Dark Magic. They’re of the same nature.”
Without warning, the undead humanoid Shamash had raised shot forward. With a single blow, its fist shattered my Skeleton Warrior’s chest. Its spine snapped under the same blow. I’d spent hours leveling my minion, so even if I hadn’t used him in weeks, my work was destroyed in a moment.
“Now show me your Summoner’s info page,” Shamash said, floating toward me and ignoring my look of protest.
As much as I wanted an apology, I was under no illusion that I was going to get one. I did as he said and brought up the new info page that had unlocked after using Forced Learn on so many undead.
Blue Magic Pillar - Summoning
Necromancy
Undead Familiar
Rank: Novice
Allows you to raise your choice of the undead you are familiar with. Does not require a corpse to raise—only familiarity with the specific creature. The only cost is mana.
 
Capture Familiar
Rank: Novice
Allows you to observe the individuality of a dead creature’s skeleton to familiarize yourself with them. Once captured, you can summon them at will. The higher the rank, the more you can capture.
Note: The more captured, the harder it is to capture more creatures in the future.
 
Undead Dominance
Rank: Novice
You’re able to both bring the dead to life and command those that are already raised unless the being is directly controlled by the necromancer. The level of undead you can control or raise depends on the level and rank of the spell.
 
Undead Mastery
Rank: Novice
As this mastery levels, it will allow you to choose an area of focus in the Necromancy skill tree. Areas of Focus are Familiar Undead, Capture Familiar, Undead Dominance.
Note: At each rank, you can choose to pick a different area of focus. Be warned that this will allow you to specialize in more than one area but will limit the mastery you can have over each one. To fully master any single area of focus, you must choose that area to focus on at every rank.
 
Animation
When used, you gain the ability to create and control a Golem…
 
Unknown
This form of summoning has yet to be discovered.
 
It was the second time I’d run across a Blue Magic Pillar. Shapeshifting was the other one I’d learned. How many there were, I could only guess. The only information I had on them was what the information pages told me.
“Perfect. You have unlocked every Necromancy area of focus. I hoped as much. This gives you all the tools necessary, for Undead Mastery does not unlock unless you first have the other three. To get the most out of it, you must set your focus on Undead Familiar on every rank up of Undead Mastery. Once it reaches grandmaster, you’ll be limited in the number of minions you can raise, but their quality will match all but the greatest Necromancers. There are other options, but besides clearing dungeons that are below your level, only this approach will gain you a few captains that can fight by your side. You will still have the other spells that will be limited because the Mastery won’t bolster them, but you’ll be able to have a small army with Undead Dominance alone. Its practicality will be limited though.”
I studied the information for a long moment before giving any response. “So a focus on Undead Dominance will allow me to summon a much larger army, but at a lower level?”
“Yes, but there’s much more to it than that. Undead Dominance requires you to have a corpse to summon a minion, and the minion’s prowess depends on how powerful the creature was while alive. It can level in your care, but once it dies, it’s gone. Undead Familiar allows you to summon without a corpse, level the creature as you like, and when they die, you can simply resummon them again. Their prowess is also based on the creature captured, but their progress is never lost.”
My mind turned to the past and I remembered the undead armies of Lord Darius and the Head Mistress. Lilith wasn’t a good example, because it was just as likely as she was playing with him as showing her real power. But Darius, he’d had a decent sized army. His lesser minions had been almost too much for us to handle at our lower levels, but now they wouldn’t be a challenge. It was Lord Darius’s captain that was his true force and had a far higher level than I was capable of discerning at the time.
Then I remembered Mel. I’d seen him studying skulls more than once. There were probably differences because he was a natural Dark Mage, but that must have been him using Capture Familiar. It didn’t seem to be a quick cast spell. 
Something was missing. I’d seen Mel take the form of an Incubus through the use of the Crimson Incubus’s skull. I asked Shamash about it.
His magic form glowed brighter momentarily before growing dull again. “Your friend is an anomaly. A Light Magic creature talented in Dark Magic, and with a natural specialty in Necromancy… He should not exist. But since he does, he’s not a good example of what’s possible for a Blue Magic Necromancer. What he did with the Incubus’s skull is the first and only time I’ve heard of it happening. It must be specific to his talents. If he was showing signs of more ambition I would’ve chosen him over you.”
I was sure Shamash wasn’t trying to offend, and I certainly didn’t take it that way. It did bring the danger of his possible betrayal to the forefront of my mind. Might as well give him something to chew on. “He’s more ambitious than you know. The only reason he hasn’t left Sanctuary to go off on his own is because he wants to protect the others. After our contract is complete, I know you’re reluctant to form a contract that would extend your services to more than one person at a time, but if you did, you’d have both of us.” Contract or not. If Shamash thought there was more to gain from working with us than against us, he’d actively look for a way to help and not hurt us. At least, that’s what I hoped.
“You’re ready to bargain?”
“There is no doubt of your worth, but I’ve chosen to remain undecided. For now.”
“Very well. Have I convinced you that Undead Familiar is the correct area of focus?”
I took one last look at the information sheet. “I’m convinced.”
“Then you must choose,” he said, spinning around with his arms extended. Tendrils of mist reached out like lengthy fingers, dancing above the numerous piles of skeletons. “Your first capture is always the easiest, and often the most important in the beginning. Through it, Raise Familiar will progress and so will Undead Mastery. Pick a creature too weak, and it can be difficult. Choose one that is limited in ability, and the leveling process can be just as tedious. Fighting is not the only activity that minions gain experience from, but also any action in your service. If you’ll allow me to make a recommendation, pick one that can act as a mount and fight on its own.”
“Why would I need a mount?” I said. “I doubt many of them would be much faster than I am…”
“Not for speed, but convenience. Haven’t you grown tired of trying to create orbs while going on foot?”
I froze as I was about to say something. My mouth drooped open. “You have a point.”
“Take your time as you scan the field of corpses. There are many good choices here.”
At first, I wanted to ignore his advice and capture the skeletal giant that had been over level 5,000, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. His goal wasn’t to guide me to the strongest minion I could gain at the moment, but one that could grow with me as my Necromancy progressed. In the end, any I chose would become far greater than anything I’d faced today.
After nearly a minute of holding my breath, I let go of my initial instinct. I heard Richard in my head even though he wasn’t there. Welcome to the Necromancy Supermarket! We have skeletons in all shapes and sizes! And they are mostly intact!
There were the frames of mighty wolves and cats, monstrous serpents and drakes, something resembling a horse. I stopped to get a closer look. The horse-like creature’s skeleton was whole and stood a head taller than even the tallest thoroughbred. In place of its snout, there was a beak that resembled that of an eagle with a few long fangs protruding over its bottom jaw on either side. Instead of ears, it had forward-facing horns to impale whatever it ran into. If I was going for something that looked scary, it fit the part.
“The Embar would be a fine choice,” Shamash said. “Its charge is deadly for creatures many levels higher than itself, and if choosing a minion for speed is your priority, there are few choices here that could match it.”
I nodded and moved on. At the bottom of a pile a few dozen feet away, there was an interesting skull of something that looked like a dragon.
“Sonic Lizard,” the lich said. “They grow too large to be used for transportation indefinitely but become forces to be reckoned with. Sonic Magic is rare, so most creatures are unprepared for its attack. It wouldn’t be a bad choice for now, but riding would be impossible in narrow caverns.”
As I moved on, he continued to name and describe the numerous creatures. I almost decided on a Dire Bear on the spot because this one had been over level 4,000, but it had the same problem as the Sonic Lizard with its size. It would have also been possible to capture a humanoid but gaining access to their innate schools of magic took time, and I’d be limited to what they’d learned in life. Beasts and monsters were often better because their abilities didn’t often depend on magic mastery. 
After making the rounds, I found myself examining the Embar once again. “What is its natural alignment?”
“Dark. They closely follow the natural characteristics of their alignment, being as powerful as they are fast. Even if they aren’t as large as the largest beasts in the higher levels, their mana density mimics that of monster races, making them just as dangerous.”
It was the single creature that seemed to best fit Shamash’s recommendations. I couldn’t deny the help he’d given me up to this point. I’d trust him in this as well.
“Then the Embar it is,” I said.
“Excellent.” With a flick of his finger, the humanoid he had raised to life fell into a pile of bones with the rest. “This will be your only captured minion for some time. First, set your mastery to Undead Familiar before anything else. It is really a choice of will but opening the mastery’s description to focus on the correct area of focus will make it easier. It requires a bit of mana, so be ready.”
I opened my menu as he said and brought up the description. While focusing on Undead Familiar, I spun up my mana then willed it. A jolt of mana jabbed into my mind and I received a popup.
Undead Mastery area of focus chosen!
Specializing in Undead Familiar!
 
That was easy.
I looked at Shamash, who motioned for me to continue. 
I stepped closer to the Embar skeleton until I was standing right over it. Focusing on its skull as Mel always did, I cast Capture Familiar.
The skeleton began moving. Not as if it was alive, but as if something was lifting it. As it left the ground and began to spin to stand upright, I found myself looking up past the talon-like beak of the enormous horse. So this is an Embar…
It began spinning again, but this time in a slow circle so that I could get a good look at it from every angle. So much for just focusing on its skull. If that was all Capture Familiar was going to do, then I would have to help it along.
Ramping up Mana Sight to full power, time slowed, as did its spinning. I began by taking in its overall shape. It wasn’t the kind of creature I’d want to face up close. Then I narrowed my focus to its body mechanics and, as best as I could guess, how each bone worked with the others. Only after that did I turn my attention to its actual bone. Even Dark magic creatures had white skeletons. Its smallest bone was thicker than my wrist. It had certainly been a powerful creature while still alive.
Channeling a good sum of mana, I cast Forced Learn. With my perceptions cast into its bone structure, there was enough mana left even with its orb removed for me to trace my way through it and begin to grasp what I had missed.
It was much like scanning my own body and trying to get a grip on where everything was and how it worked. When I was finished, I received another popup.
You have become familiar with the Embar, capturing it!
It will now appear on your list of familiars.
 
Shamash good-humoredly said, “Now that is one advantage you have over a Dark Mage. What you just did in minutes would take them hours.”
“That’s it?” I replied. The Embar skeleton fell into lifelessness.
“That’s it… Silly Blue Mage. Now summon your familiar, but you must do so by using Dark Magic. This is not a manipulation of another spell, but a choice to use Dark now that you’ve unlocked its Blue Magic version. Once again, will it. This will take an immense amount of mana. Be ready.”
I looked down at my skeletal armor covered chest and naked human arms. I still didn’t understand how it was possible for me to cast Dark Magic, nor other elements for that matter, but with my Master Mind Buff still going, I had mana in abundance.
I closed my eyes and pictured a detailed image of the skeleton I’d just studied. I visualized myself summoning it using Dark Magic first, then I cast it.
Just as when I’d used Dark Magic before, there was a delay before Dark Mana started to take shape a foot from the palm of my hand. I held it out so that the summon would happen in front of me.
I half expected for the Embar bones on the ground to rise, but I wasn’t casting Undead Dominance. Dark mana leaped from my hand toward the ground as if to strike it. Instead, it gathered together and the hoof of the Embar began to take shape.
Catching myself, I realized I was holding back my mana, slowing the summoning process. I released my grip on my mana and there was a sudden spike of Dark Magic that intensified a foot from my hand. Thankfully, it didn’t continue to build but flowed into the spell as if the dam to a river had been opened. Where Dark Mana had been, bone took shape, and in moments an incomplete Embar was looking down on me once again.
A minute and three million MP later, an Embar snorted while shaking its head to the side. In a show of personality, my minion stomped down on the deceased Embar’s skeleton, shattering the spine of its neck.
I could feel adrenaline fill me. The summon was as intimidating as it was haunting. I cast Creature Observation.
Embar
Level: 1,821
Health Points: 300,000
Mana Points: 4,000
Strength: 2,000
Dexterity: 5,108
Constitution: 2,000
Intelligence: 400
Wisdom: 100
 
It was a little disappointing to see that its level was less now than the undead one I had killed, but I attributed that to my rank in Undead Familiar.
I reached up to pet it, and it whipped its head from one side to the other, smacking my hand hard. I saw the fizzle of Light Magic coming into contact with Dark. Oops. It seemed it wasn’t going to take anything from me without a fight.
Transforming my arms into their Crimson Incubus state, I reached up again. It snorted at me but allowed me to place my hand on its savage-looking nose.
I gave it a grin. “Are you a boy or a girl?”
It was unsettling to look into the empty sockets of its eyes. 
It snickered in response.
“Boy,” Shamash replied. “Female Embar have a single horn at the crown of their heads and not two on the sides.”
“Good boy,” I said, moving my hand to the side of his jaw and being careful to miss the fangs.
“We’d better get going.”
“There was a conversation we needed to have.”
The lich was silent for a moment before he responded. “What unveined magic are you considering?”
I decided to show him. Still self-conscious about using Dark Magic so close to my human form, I finished casting the rest of my Crimson Incubus Form. A crackling ball of the stuff appeared in one hand. In the other, a peaceful orb of Light Magic formed, content to keep whatever shape I gave it. Then I extended my hands wide and placed them so my palms faced one another. As I brought them closer, the violet ball of Dark Magic neared the Light Magic ball. When they were three inches apart, small bolts like static electricity struck out from the Dark Magic ball at the Light Magic one.
They sizzled momentarily when coming together then there was a red and purple thunderclap as they exploded.
The lich did the unnatural shaking of his head that moved his entire body before he spoke. “Calamity. Cataclysm. Destruction. Chaos. These are just some of the names that this theoretical magic is known by. You’re not the first person who’s tried to tame the untamable. I can guide you through the process of trying to understand it, and hopefully to unlock it, but there may be nothing to be unlocked. I’m not sure it’s possible. I’ve heard of a lot of people trying, but no one that’s ever succeeded.”
“Is there even a chance?”
“I don’t know everything, or my journey would’ve already come to an end. There’s always a chance. If someone did unlock such magic, it’s likely they’d keep it to themselves. It’s not the kind that people stumble onto. The most likely creatures that could pull it off would be at the Mistress level or higher. It would require an extreme mastery of magic and observation skills. Not to mention, a powerful body strong enough to take Calamity into itself and not be destroyed.”
 



Chapter 22 – Dark Magic
Before leaving the dungeon, I packed away a few of the undead skulls that I thought Travis might be interested in. I looked for higher level creatures whose skulls were small enough that they would be easily transported. 
I faced an interesting dilemma while mounting my Embar. Riding in my human form would only harm both of us if my skin came in contact with him. I was rarely without my skeletal armor, but it channeled mana too well—all forms of mana. I decided on my Crimson Incubus Form as my base layer of protection, but then added a hardened Rog Form over it. I still had a lot of power leveling to do with the form and its multiple mana types seemed like a good combination to combat a variety of schools of magic.
Only then did I cast my skeletal armor in preparation for one of the three new Blue Magic spells I’d learned of the Dark Magic variety. Dark Shroud added a final layer of Dark Magic protection, and one my Embar would be most comfortable with. Even with the layers of magic between myself and the Dark Mana, I was squirming in my own skin, afraid it would combust at any moment. It was irrational but having a healthy fear of Calamity was probably for the best.
With no saddle to sit on or stirrup to help pull myself up, I ran my hand down the Embar’s ribs to steady him before jumping for it. His back was tall enough that it was a good six inches over my head, but the height was of little challenge to me. I landed on top of him with a little more grace than I’d imagined, which made it a good start. I wouldn’t call the ride comfortable, but with a little manipulation of the density of my Rog Form over my rear and inner thighs, I created some extra padding for myself. The benefits of having a smoking rear end!
Eventually, I’d give the Embar some proper skeletal armor, but for our first time traveling, I’d let him get used to me. It was still possible that I was just imagining it, but the minion was showing far more personality than I had ever seen from any of my minions, undead or golem.
I found the view from on top of my mount was higher than I expected. I was more than twice as tall as Travis while sitting. Shamash was looking up at me and I suspected he was smiling. It was impossible to tell though because he was once again hiding his features.
With a wave of his hand, the lich indicated the direction we should head in, so we found a separate exit near the corner of the room, opposite the side we had entered. I had little experience with horses, but it seemed I wasn’t going to need to take lessons to make this work. The Embar began walking in my intended direction after a pulse of mana that contained my command.
As we started off, I had to ask. “Why was I able to gain Dark Aligned Blue Magic now, when I’ve been unsuccessful in the past?”
“You don’t know?” Shamash replied. “Why do you think?”
“Well, I’ve used Forced Learn on numerous Dark Aligned creatures and none of them unlocked Dark Blue Magic. Which seems strange to me, because I’ve run across numerous Fire creatures and many had abilities. Same with Earth and Water creatures. Draining Lord Darius gave me a number of Blue Magic spells, but no Dark Magic. Lady Contessa was an even bigger surprise with her Dark Magic talent, but she gave less than Lord Darius. I know Blue Magic mimics creature skills and not magic, but with the Dark Alignment being the most common in the Underworld, I’m surprised is all.”
“You’ve got the heart of it. On one hand, you’ve simply been unlucky. On the other, you’ve discovered another distinction between Dark and Light Magic and the Elemental Schools of Magic. Dark Magic creatures are common. From Wererats, which are everywhere, to giant insects, and mutated beasts, it's almost impossible to go for a walk and not run into one. But the nature of the Dark School of Magic, though it can be argued that there is a physical side to it, is considered by most to be more of a spiritual magic. Even many elemental creatures have Dark Magic cores because a creature’s life and will can be contained within. It’s the same with Light Magic. It isn’t a good example because Light Aligned creatures are so rare, but it’s the nature of spiritual magic that affects the abilities and lack of abilities that creatures possess.
“Elemental creatures more commonly possess abilities Blue Mages can steal because it’s the nature of such mana. Natural or more physical magics grant elemental abilities. Spiritual magics more often grant their creatures the ability to cast magic—at least once they reach a sufficient level.”
 He’d given me something to think about, adding to the long list of things that I needed to consider. There was at least one thing I could clear up right away.
“Is my assumption that you’re no longer able to hide my Light Magic presence correct?” I said.
“Not entirely. Your jump in power will make it less effective, but it will still be worth using. The reason I haven’t used it during our time here was because any creature with the ability to sense you in the region would have also felt the battle going on here. Your Solar Magic is deceitful in its low mana signature, but with the amount of mana you used, anyone paying attention would have sensed it as well. Taking out two such armies so quickly would have been difficult for even a Mistress-level creature without the right elemental combination of magics. Leaving your presence unconcealed was an educated gamble, which seemed to work. You weren’t in your right mind afterward, so I made a decision. It kept lesser creatures from wandering close, and the fluctuation of the different aspects of your Light Magic would give anyone pause. Besides, we are over a hundred miles from any true civilization now. It’s the monsters out here we have to worry about, and those that already dwell near a vein are highly unlikely to leave it out of curiosity.”
My first thought was to rebuke him, but I knew that if I had been in my right mind and he had given such a suggestion I would have agreed anyway. I thanked him instead.
“I have a question, as well,” Shamash said. “Why are you not using your Dark Magic Forms?”
“Besides the fact they cost 100 times more than my other forms?” I replied.
He just looked at me until I continued.
“Besides Dark Elf, Drakyrd, and Imp Forms, I’m not sure many of them are worth leveling. I have so many Undead ones that they all rolled into their own category. They seem to go by rank. Undead General has great physical buffs, but it also costs a ridiculous amount.”
Undead General
Type: Zombie, Skeleton
Level: 1
Cost: 40,000 Mana Per
Second (4,000 with buffs)
HP: +100%
Strength: +100% Strength
Dexterity: +100% Dexterity
Special Abilities: Conquer, Battle Formation, Flesh Restoration
Conquer: Exert a force of will over a large group of undead enemies. If their summoner’s control is weak, they will follow you. The natural undead are unaffected by this.
Battle Formation: This ability affects the undead that have chosen to follow you, and those that are conquered. You are able to order them into formation and guide their advance.
Flesh Restoration: 5% life leech against living creatures. 1% against skeletal undead, and 7% against zombies and ghouls.
Next Level:
Cost: 39,899 Mana Per Second (3,989 with buffs)
+1% Strength
+1% Dexterity
 
Even after I’d maxed its level, the estimated +200% Strength and Dexterity bonuses would mean little if I couldn’t heal myself and I was unable to use my Master Mind Buff to gain its bonus to my Mana Per Second. It cost a ridiculous 4,000 Mana Per Second, not minute. I told the lich as much.
“And?” Shamash said, insisting there was more.
I rapped my knuckles down the Embar’s spine as if I could hide my real reason. “They scare me. Will transforming into a Dark Magic Form destroy my core? Will it harm me? Will I be able to heal or buff myself…?” I could have continued but I let the string of questions linger.
“Do your Fire Aligned Forms destroy your core? Do they harm you? No to both. As for healing and buffing yourself. Healing is currently impossible, but buffing, as long as you do it before your transformation, should work. Anything else bothering you?”
I could have gone on, but I already knew the answer to my remaining questions. I needed to test out the forms for myself. Add them to the list of my things to work on. Thankfully, I had the Embar to ride on so experimentation was now possible in a limited sense. I couldn’t go all out without putting the others in danger, but there was much I could do. Time to get busy. One more stop before we reached our destination.
 
***
 
Cycling mana to my core to refine my mana was progressing quickly. The rotation of my mana had nearly become second nature and Succubi’s Caress was still holding the process up. It would soon be the next rank though. The constant use of it was having a great effect. Core Creation was continuing smoothly. I drew back Dark Shroud from my arms entirely so that I could work without danger of Dark and Light Mana coming into contact. 
Shamash had recommended that I keep my Master Mind Buff active to speed my progress. 5,000,000 MP was far better than 1,000,000. I quickly replenished my supply of 25 Minor Light Orbs. Having them available to draw from in time of need was something I was going to start requiring of myself. 100 would be better. I was capable of creating Intermediate Orbs and absorbing different aligned ones, but Minor Light Orbs were the quickest ones to absorb. The added density of the Intermediate ones actually made them more difficult.
For the sake of Core Creation and Vampire’s Might, I did move on to making Intermediate Orbs. The first ten I inventoried just to have them on hand, but after that, I absorbed everyone I made. I went back and forth between absorbing them and the Dark Orbs we’d gained from the undead armies. It was costly to do so but absorbing a Light Orb between the Dark ones allowed me to speed the process of mana recovery and continue to power level both abilities.
Our pace was slow, but Travis didn’t complain. I knew he was anxious to unlock his First School. He still hadn’t gotten the chance to fully test what he was capable of at his new level. With his Wisdom and Intelligence now at 1,000, his Werewolf mastery had skyrocketed. I could tell it wasn’t exactly easy for him yet, but he was now able to change back and forth at will. As we traveled, that’s exactly what he did. He changed from his human to Werewolf Form over and over again. He played around with it, only allowing his arms to change, and then his legs. We got a good laugh when he asked me a question and I looked down to see him in his human form with a werewolf head. The power he exuded when he was in full Werewolf and his Dexterity had reached 10,000 was intense. I was used to being the one reaching that level. Feeling it from the outside was a different experience entirely.
I took moments to examine him to try and figure out how his body used mana differently than a magic-user. He was starting to remind me of the elder goblin more and more. It seemed his mana and stamina worked together, or maybe converted from one form to the other depending on his needs. It happened so seamlessly that I couldn’t determine how the process worked, just that it did.
For all the talk about my Dark Magic Forms, I was saving them. While Travis was unlocking Metal, I’d have time to waste, so I might as well use that opportunity for some more power-leveling.
When we reached the last dungeon before our destination, I took a hands-off approach and let Travis go wild. From a spot high overhead, I kept watch as he bolted back and forth, wreaking havoc on the groups of supposedly hidden Drakyrds that had turned the dungeon into their nest.
It was Dexterity against Dexterity when they did reveal themselves, but he’d far surpassed the level 1,000 creatures. The dungeon’s floor was like a giant stone sponge. It was nice and level except for random crevasses throughout the entire area. The Dark Magic Vein wasn’t out in the open or behind a temple this time around. It was buried deep in a crevasse near one side of the room.
The vein wasn’t our concern anyways. Werewolf Travis massacred with his spear in hand. His Intelligence and Wisdom dramatically improved his Spear Wall and Energy Spear abilities. With half a dozen Drakyrds emerging from a crevasse at once, my friend had twenty feet to clear in order to reach them. A single thrust of his spear channeled with power launched a wall of countless spears in a full half circle around him, sending the Drakyrds back into their hole with numerous puncture wounds apiece. Suffice it to say, he made short work of the monsters until the mother of all Drakyrds appeared from the crevasse containing the vein.
At level 2,130, she had the Dexterity to give him a real problem. He was a good 100 feet away when she appeared, which gave him some space to build up speed. She waited for him as if to counter when his spear extended further than I thought possible. She was as surprised as I was as his spear’s energy point punctured her lizard-like eye.
I half expected that to be the end of it, but his spear didn’t pierce deep enough to reach her brain, or it was in a different place. She crouched low, readying to pounce when a series of extended spears pressured her. Every other one found its mark, punching deep holes into her tough hide.
Travis kept his distance and continued to pester her until he seemed to tire. The Drakyrd tore the ground as she sprang at him. She opened her dragon-like jaws with a shriek to bite him in two. She was just about large enough to pull it off.
The werewolf stood still as if he’d exhausted himself as she sped toward him. After he saw that she’d fully committed, he leaped to the side, swinging his spear toward the bottom of her jaw. The blow didn’t force her mouth shut, but it did push her head back. With her throat revealed, Travis sprang forward himself. His spear was out wide, useless to him at that moment. He didn’t need it. Energy formed around the claws of his empty hand. Using them like a blade, he jabbed them into the Drakyrd’s open throat. Just as with his spear, energy extended from his attack and the shaft of an Energy Spear exited the back of the monster’s neck in a spray of blood.
I flew down to meet him and was greeted with Werewolf thumbs up. Forced Learn hadn’t gained me anything new.
“Does this mean you’re going to give in to the mullet?” I said, giving him a big grin.
“Not a chance,” he replied. “But if you want to grow one as a member of my fan club…”
Rubbing the back of my skeletal helmet, I couldn’t help but cringe. “Maybe the mullet was a bad idea.”
“Maybe…”
I opened my mouth to respond but decided to change the topic. “I think congratulations are in order for clearing your first dungeon alone.” I gave him a heal.
“Thanks, man. I think for my reward I’ll let you do most of the looting here.”
He wasn’t excited about cutting open a bunch of Drakyrds to fish out their Dark Orbs. Because of their Dark Mana, it was actually dangerous for him to do so but still possible with his gauntlets. “But looting them is your reward for all of your hard work.”
“Nah. I’m just going to sit here and decide how to spend all my new stat points. Level 1,512!” He happily gave me a nice view of his pearl white fangs.
I’d only gained 2 levels from sitting back and letting him fight. Shaking my head, I began to slice the dark magic creatures open and fish out their orbs. Since I was the only one that would utilize the orbs, and I couldn’t share the benefits of Draining their bodies, how could I complain? Besides, there were only hundreds of them, not thousands. I’d be finished soon enough and then we could head to our true objective. It was about time to find out what unlocking a school of magic was really all about.
 



Chapter 23 – Mechs
There didn’t seem to be any limit to how long Travis could stay in his Werewolf Form now that he’d gained control of it. He left me to my experimentation while scouting the path on the last leg of our journey to the Metal Vein. With 10,000 Dexterity, he seemed to have boundless energy. It wasn’t necessary for him to check back with us every minute or so, but he was doing it anyway. I knew it was for his own training, and also because he was simply enjoying his new speed. It didn’t make our going stealthy, but the golems and the odd assortment of characters in our company didn’t help either.
For the most part, my Light Magic use was being kept to a minimum. The creation of Light Orbs wasn’t exactly an untraceable spell, but because it required a steady flow and not a large burst of mana, it was relatively safe. Even with my Master Mind Buff active, having multiple layers of defense made up of Crimson Incubus, Rog, Dark Shroud, and my skeletal armor hid my Light Mana as well.
I’d fallen into an interesting training routine almost naturally as I tried to power level everything at once. My mana spun inside of me and Succubi’s Caress was nearing its next rank. I was utilizing my tail with finger-like claws on its end to catch the orbs I was creating with Core Creation, or to hold the ones I was draining. The process was repetitive enough that I no longer had to give it much thought. Even the Intermediate Light Orbs were easy for me. I stuck to creating Intermediate ones since they gave my ability more experience and switched between absorbing the Light and Dark Orbs. It was much like pacing back and forth while having a conversation, while also playing with something in your hands. It actually increased my focus on what I was giving most of my attention to.
Covering my left hand was Crimson Incubus Form and Dark Shroud. My right was bare without Form or magic. In my left hovered a ball of Dark Mana. In my right, Light. Straining my mana manipulation skills to the limit, I drew the smallest beads I could manage of each alignment from each ball and brought them together with telekinetic flare. I prepared Forced Learn as they neared one another before me. I’d already tried this before, even with Time Crawl active. I wasn’t sure how many hours had passed as I studied Cataclysm from every angle I could.
The moment they came together, the red and purple of wild devastation crackled. I aimed for the center of the storm. I’d already studied both magics’ transformation into Cataclysm which left me with more questions than answers. My aim seemed perfect, but as I’d found many times already, it evaded my mana sense as if it were no longer mana at all. It was as if I’d suddenly appeared in the midst of a supernova as it was happening. I was floating in the void between.
If I couldn’t use Mana Sight and its variants to observe Cataclysm, did that mean I was witnessing the death of mana? Was the reaction so violent that it destroyed itself? The cloud-like residue after the Cataclysmic explosion seemed to make that untrue. I still wasn’t sure how closely magic followed the rules of the natural world, but the first law of thermodynamics says that energy can’t be created or destroyed. I wanted to attribute the same characteristics to magic, but I wasn’t sure if I could.
My instinct told me that Cataclysm was much like Fire. It was a reaction. When the two fuels of Light and Dark came together, they combusted. That’s what I believed I was seeing with my eyes, but why was I easily able to observe Fire through Mana Sight, but not Cataclysm?
I’d first believed it had just been happening too fast to see it with a normal method but using Time Crawl had revealed that that wasn’t the case. I was even beginning to suspect the improbable, like maybe there was a spiritual realm since Light and Dark were considered spiritual magics, and the reaction was only truly observable there. I didn’t have evidence of one existing, but I’d examine it from every angle and little else made sense.
I drew back my perceptions as Travis returned from scouting ahead. I only gave him a moment of my attention before dismissing him. He hadn’t reported anything in the last hour, so I assumed this time would be the same. I was wrong.
“Elorion!” he called, yanking my attention out of my musings. I dismissed both balls of mana and covered my hands with every layer of protection.
“What’s up?” I said, finding it uncanny that he wasn’t even breathing hard. Such things should no longer surprise me, but at times they still did.
“There’s a soldier standing in the middle of the path about a quarter-mile ahead. It’s almost as if he knows we’re coming.”
“A soldier?”
“Uh, yeah. Maybe warrior is a better fit. I’m not sure what race he is, but he’s a humanoid with the heaviest set of armor I’ve ever seen—a literal tank.”
Turning to Shamash, I asked for his advice.
“It seems it may have been a mistake to leave your Light Magic exposed for so long. It’s possible that there’s a young settlement out here that’s claimed the Metal Vein. We should approach cautiously, but our objective has not changed.”
“Then let’s see what this guy wants,” I said.
I dismounted since I hadn’t had an opportunity to fight while riding my Embar. Which reminded me. He still needed a name. I’d waited this long because I was going to ask Aeris if she had any ideas once we got back into range.
The tunnel we were following was mostly a straight shot for as far as the eye could see. We walked for a few minutes before the armor-clad warrior came into view. His armor was exceptionally thick. Much like the exaggerated kind you might see in a video game for aesthetic purposes. I was sure his wasn’t just for looks. The mana radiating off of him, and his armor, was silver in color, though it moved slower than the similar colored Wind Mana, and the way it moved was different. Wind Mana settled like a cloud and was easily jostled by other mana when they collided. This mana had a consistent aura that extended about six inches from its source, the armor, and pushed aside any other mana in the air that blew against it.
This must be Metal.
The guy’s helmet covered every inch of his face and neck with seamless metal that followed the shape of his head. There was no decorative comb, or crest, only a faceplate that fit close to the warrior’s face. I didn’t see any other forms of mana leaking out, so I suspected he could also be a Metal Mage as well.
We came to a stop about twenty feet away. Travis was in his Werewolf Form, and I in my Ultimate with an outside layer of Skeletal Titan’s Defense. Creature Observation gave me some of the strangest information I’d ever received.
Unknown
Level: Unknown
Stats: Unknown
Description: Exorbitantly large armor that likely has someone inside. Either that or its joints have been welded together and it’s standing up on its own.
 
The warrior hadn’t moved an inch since we’d begun our approach. He stood with his feet shoulder width apart and a sword strapped to his back. Besides the handle that was wrapped in dark leather, it seemed to be made of the same Metal infused material that was a similar color to polished steel to the naked eye.
When we stopped, he cautiously reached back and grabbed his sword, pulling it loose. He brought it forward to wield it with both hands. Its blade was straight and sharpened on both edges, rounding to a point. The only remarkable thing about the blade was its size. It was maybe a foot longer than the average longsword and three times as wide. He brought it low in a low guard before arching his head back and calling out.
He spoke in a language that I didn’t know but which wasn’t altogether unfamiliar. It was almost like a harsh French, or maybe French, Spanish, and German all rolled into one with an angry person yelling it at us.
“We really need to learn a language spell,” I said with a snicker.
“Yup,” Travis replied. “He’s probably just a lonely guy that lost his pet turtle and is out looking for him.”
“What?” I burst into a full belly laugh.
“Yeah. Poor guy is probably accusing us of taking his pet, and since we can’t communicate, we’re going to have to kick his butt.”
“It’s Latin,” came a voice as Shamash stepped up to stand beside us.
We both turned to see that the lich had transformed into an old wrinkly human just as the Head Mistress’s lich had done. He looked worse though. It was the paleness of his skin that made him look sickly.
“Latin?” I replied, cutting my laughter short. “That means—”
“He’s human,” the lich said. “It seems we’ve found the human settlement. Or more likely, they’ve found us. I’ll ask him what he wants.”
Before Shamash could say another word, the man spoke again in strangely accented English. “I count one human. And they speak a surface language…”
Who is he speaking to?
Suddenly, the man was yelling at us again. “Demon! Release the human! You have this one opportunity to comply! If not, you die!”
The irony almost brought me to tears as I held my laughter in check. The human he was referring to was Shamash who was disguised as one, and yet the people he was threatening were actually humans disguised as something else. It wasn’t a situation to make light of. There was something about the man and the mystery of his armor. I suspected he was hiding his true ability under its Metal shell.
“Just a moment!” I called back.
“Hand him over without delay, fiend!” the man howled, even angrier than before.
“Should we show him?” I said under my breath so only Travis and Shamash could hear.
“Yes. But be wary,” the lich replied.
Travis and I shared a nod and began to transform. Travis’s helmet was already removed because it wouldn’t fit over his Werewolf snout. Besides that, the rest of his body was covered in armor, but more than enough was still revealed to show his monstrous form. His change happened quicker than my own.
I began by cutting mana to Dark Shroud and only then did I drop my Rog and Crimson Incubus Forms. As my Skeleton General’s Helmet receded from my face, my ascended humanity was revealed.
“They are either heathens or deceivers,” the man said in a mistrustful tone.
“No deceiver could possess such an aura,” responded a female voice as another well-armored person of lesser stature stepped out from behind the warrior. She wielded no sword and began to remove her helmet.
“I wouldn’t put it past a fire illusionist,” the man replied but brought his sword to his shoulder.
With her helmet removed, the woman looked a little older than we did, although that might just be the effect of having higher than the average human’s physical stats. Her blonde hair was pulled back tight against her head to reveal a long elegant face with a strong jawline. She was beautiful, but that was almost expected thanks to the effects of mana in the Underworld. The most surprising thing was that there were other humans at all.
She called out to us. “My name is Amilia of the Illuminated Cathedral. Can I have yours?” She had a similar accent to the man, resembling French, except with some harsher consonants than I’d come to expect.
“Elorion,” I called back.
Travis waved clumsily. “I’m Travis. What’s up?!”
Amilia and the man shared a look. The man soon replied, “I’m Leeman. We will test you. If you pass, we will speak. If not, you will die.”
“Isn’t he the nicest guy you’ve ever met?”
“Careful. I think they’re able to hide their power under their armor.” As I said it, I cast Creature Indicator on Amilia.
Amilia
Level: 11,671
Health Points: 149,100
Mana Points: 22,644,000
Attributes
Strength: 1,213
Dexterity: 1,281
Constitution: 1,491
Intelligence: 45,288
Wisdom: 10,067
 
“She’s close to level 12,000.” 
Travis didn’t say anything in response but swallowed down the knot in the back of his throat.
“This is not a fight you’re ready for,” Shamash whispered. “Agree to the test.”
And agree we did, and they asked us to step forward. Travis and I did as asked and the lich stayed behind. If they were going to do what I thought they were, then it was for the best.
They stopped us halfway there, about ten feet away. The woman had enough mana to kill us many times over if she so desired. I watched her with Mana Sight at full power. I didn’t doubt that they noticed the pooling of mana in my eyes. Still, I wasn’t going to agree to this without some precautions. They didn’t say anything.
Amilia began, “You’re either Illusionists, or one of you is a Blue Mage and the other has been infected with the Were-plight. I will cast Heal on you to confirm that you are not creatures of darkness.”
I knew exactly what Travis was thinking, but he kept his wisecracks to himself.
“Thank you,” I said, not exactly sure why.
I had the sudden urge to turn to the man that was still fully armored and give him a wink just to mess with him. I guessed it said a lot for our mental health that we were still able to find humor in this, after all this time facing life and death. Either that, or we’d both cracked and hadn’t realized it yet.
There was only a subtle build-up of mana in her hand and I breathed easier as I recognized the spell as it was cast on us.
I leaned my head back to let the blanket of Light Magic fall on me. As it did, I noticed something was different. I looked at my friend who had noticed it as well. Something about her magic was lacking.
Taking a step back into a defensive stance, the woman responded, “You’re unharmed, so why do you look disappointed?”
I held out my hand to stop Travis before he said something. “May I show you?” I replied. “I am going to cast the same spell.”
The woman eased her stance, but Leeman placed himself between us. “On me,” he said.
I was sure to make no quick movements and let them see the mana build before I cast. As it landed on him, I saw a small quiver in his neck. He hadn’t been expecting the jolt as his stamina was healed as well.
“Undefiled…” The man spoke aloud but to no one in particular.
“What?!” Amilia replied with her harshest tone yet. “But he’s a heathen.”
Being taller than the man, I was able to see the woman standing behind him. “May I?” I said, motioning that I was willing to cast it upon her.
She stepped around him, and he let her. She gave me a sharp nod.
So I cast it upon her as well.
Amilia didn’t flinch as Leeman did, but the corners of her mouth turned down in a thoughtful frown. “You are a Blue Mage, yes?”
“I am,” I replied.
“And a Virtuous Light Mage? An Undefiled?”
“I’m not exactly sure what that means, but I am a natural Light Mage. It’s what I’m talented in.”
She studied me for several seconds before responding. “You’ve never come in contact with a Light Magic Vein, or a Grandmaster Light Mage?”
“Not that I know of. The same goes for my Blue Magic. When my talents were unlocked, that’s what I ended up with.”
“Unlocked?”
“If I may suggest, let’s sit down,” Shamash said, joining us. “It seems that we have much to discuss.”
Amilia and Leeman were too caught up in their current dilemma to bother with testing Shamash. His disguise and ability to mask his true power had them completely fooled.
“Your elder is right,” Amilia replied. “We have many questions, and I’ll answer yours the best that I can.”
 



Chapter 24 – Stop Sign
“You knew we were coming?” I said, sitting across from the two humans from the Illuminated Cathedral. Shamash was on my left and Travis was on my right. The stone table and matching chairs had been raised out of the earth by the lich. They wouldn’t be comfortable in the long term, but they had decent back support, so they were better than expected out in the middle of nowhere.
Amilia leaned forward, placing her forearms against the table as if getting ready to dig into a meal. Her eyes were as blue as the sky and glowed with their own subtle light. “We felt a battle rich in Light Magic, so we came to investigate. There’s a Metal Vein in the region so we frequent the area enough to know which way you were likely heading if you continued in this direction.”
I viewed her mana density again only to confirm something. Her mana was denser than mine but still resembled a dense fog. “That’s where we’re headed actually.”
Glancing at Shamash, he nodded his wrinkly old man face that I should proceed. Turning to Travis, I placed my hand on his armor-plated shoulder. “We were hoping to use the vein so that my friend here could unlock his First School of Magic.”
With Mana Sight at full strength, I caught Leeman’s disgust and Amilia cringing. They both did their best to hide it, but their micro-expressions were drawn out with my ability to view time in slow motion.
Leeman had removed his helmet to reveal blonde hair almost as long as Amilia’s, also drawn back into a ponytail. His eyes were brown though, not blue. For all their similar features, I didn’t believe them to be related. He had a square face with narrow eyes, while hers was long with wide eyes full of life.
Instead of waiting for them to broach the subject, I cut to the chase. “Months ago, twenty of us were taken from our home on the surface world and brought here. That was when our talents were unlocked. We’ve been doing our best to survive ever since. We have heard that humans in the Underworld limit themselves to Light Magic. I admit to not understanding your history, religion, or anything about you really. I’d be grateful if you could enlighten us.”
Amilia nudged Leeman’s arm with her elbow. Both of their armors were so thick, it looked as if they were suited up in gothic mechs with their little heads poking out the top. “I’d like to ask your forgiveness if we’ve come off as judgmental. There is only One who judges and knows the heart. You have heard correctly. Most humans, at least those associated with the Illuminated Cathedral, only willingly wield Light Magic.”
“Most?” Travis interrupted. “So some don’t?”
“Some don’t,” Leeman said without looking up from the table. He looked like something was weighing on his thoughts. “Some are heretics, and some heathen. We believe that all things are moral in nature, including magic. They don’t.”
Instead of correcting what Leeman said, Amilia was watching me intently. It felt as if she was expecting me to confess to something.
I went ahead and responded. Leeman wasn’t exactly encouraging, but Amilia seemed genuine enough. “So far, I think our group has viewed magic as a tool. We didn’t know it was possible to unlock other magics, so when we had ours unlocked we used what we were naturally given.”
“Not naturally,” Leeman said. “What exactly did this to you?”
“The succubi,” Shamash said, speaking for the first time.
Amilia’s mouth dropped open and Leeman just froze in his seat.
“That’s—regrettable.” Leeman still stared at the table, but his eyes had widened.
“To answer your questions,” Amilia began, changing the subject.
“Don’t reveal your location or anything you’d prefer the succubi not to know,” I said before she’d begun. I then explained to her the magic chains that Lilith had bound us with to siphon our excess mana—and other useful things—like listening in.
“Thank you for the warning,” Amilia said as her posture faltered for the first time since we’d met. She seemed to feel for us in our current predicament.
I found Leeman looking up from the table giving me a narrow-eyed stare. When our eyes met, he gave me a thankful nod.
“There are many of us now,” Amilia began again. “But not as many as there once were. It’s taken us a millennium to rebuild in secret. Approximately eleven hundred years ago, the Illuminated Cathedral had reached its pinnacle even as the church on the surface was in constant flux. We had more grandmasters than you could count. So we set about our calling to rid the world of those that defile. The monster races that feed off of the human, dwarf, and elf. We succeeded in bringing many strongholds to ruin, but the vampire, the greatest of the monster races, possess ancient power. Some of them are thousands of years old and dreadful existences. It only took a few of them to wipe us out.”
She was silent. Taking a moment to revere those that died, she soon continued, “During the first few centuries afterwards, we did little more than survive, but not all was lost. Much of our secrets remained with those that escaped, and necessity drove us to change. Today, the church accepts help from those outside its walls. The Illuminated Cathedral isn’t just a building, but the largest human settlement that accepts people who worship differently inside its walls. We don’t agree with the use of other magics, but many of our closest allies view the world differently. The Protestants also view magic as you do, seeing it as a tool, and the Muslims take more of a middle ground. The Jews are split, and the pagans view each element as a spirit and magic veins as temples that exist to worship the god of each. There is much infighting, but there’s one thing we all agree on. We are stronger as a whole.”
“Protestants, Muslims, Jews—so your religions are the same as those from the surface world?” I said, unsure how I felt.
“In most cases, yes. All humanity originated on the surface, so we share much of the same history. There was a break in our communication with the surface after our fall, but three centuries later we were able to reestablish contact.”
“Why didn’t you escape to the surface when you had the chance?”
She shook her head, staring off momentarily as if reminiscing. 
“Communication with the surface is difficult, but any grandmaster is capable of doing it. I’m afraid the mana cost to travel to the surface is much more severe. The more mana you possess, the more mana it takes to send you there. That’s why you’d rarely see monsters appearing on the surface. It would cost an impossible amount for a vampire lord for instance. That’s also why they send their low-level minions to bring their prey back here before feeding on them. It's more cost-effective.”
“What is it?” I said in a gentle tone. There was something about Amilia’s look that made me feel that there was more she wasn’t saying.
She gave me an uncomfortable smile. Leeman placed his gauntlet over hers to offer his support. Then she answered. “At the age of sixteen, everyone that grows up in the Illuminated Cathedral is given the chance to leave to the surface. If they make the choice, they can’t return. It is a chance for freedom from our calling. But to go is to leave your family to continue the fight without you. You’re able to help the church on the surface, and by doing so help the cause, but… There is another drawback. If you leave, once on the surface, your magic slowly becomes weaker until you lose it altogether. It’s the lack of mana there.
“Here,” she said as she glanced around the cavern, “mana is everywhere. Its very presence bolsters our own. As you can imagine, the idea of losing your magic is not something many people willingly agree to. Not only does it help you live a much longer life if you survive, but to lose it is like losing a part of yourself. At least, so it’s taught.”
I cast Time Crawl to give me a few extra moments to take in everything she’d said. I’d hoped to learn much from the conversation, but she was far more open than I’d expected. Not only had we learned that they had communication with the surface, but that they commonly sent people that wanted to go. The drawbacks might be too much for some, but it also might be possible to give the other members of Sanctuary a true chance to return.
As much hope as the information might give, my quest was not yet over, and they’d revealed even more of the enemy I faced. There were vampires that weren’t just as old as Lilith—instead of just a thousand years old, they were thousands. They were the strongest of the monster races and Lilith was sending me to take something that belonged to them. This little quest might be much more deadly than I first suspected. I couldn’t help but wonder why Shamash hadn’t said as much. Or had he been hinting at the truth all along?
Travis didn’t hesitate to ask. “Can you send us back to the surface?”
“Yes. It is possible,” Amilia said with a grin. “But we must have an elder priest examine you first to see if anything can be done about this siphoning spell. It's possible that traveling to the surface will sever the spell by itself. The only problem is, the stronger you get the more mana it will cost, and you’re both already nearing the limit of what we could manage.”
Grabbing my friend’s shoulder, I was about to say something when he bounded to his feet. He was glaring at me.
“What?” I said.
“Don’t even say it!” he replied through gritted teeth. “I’m going with you, you pompous prick. I’m finally becoming strong enough to help protect the others and I’m not going to run away to leave you to take care of everyone on your own.”
For all my Wisdom and Intelligence I was caught off guard. I should have seen this coming. He was right. I was about to tell him that he should go with them.
“Good,” I said, looking up at him.
“Fine then.” He stood there awkwardly for a moment before sitting back down.
“I’m not sure we can let you do that,” Leeman said.
Travis and I looked to see him place his sword on the table before us. He was looking right at us.
“I respect the comradery between the two of you, and that you feel that you must protect your friends. Perhaps, in time, we will be able to help you with that. But we can’t just let you go. Coming with us willingly will benefit you as much as allow us to take the necessary precautions.”
With Mana Sight at full power, I was considering every possible option. I responded to his threat. “I went out of my way to warn you that the succubi could hear and see everything that we did. You haven’t revealed the location of your city or anything that might lead us to it. So why force us to come with you?”
“Elorion, it’s not—” Amilia began to say before Leeman stopped her.
He replied, “You’ve seen us. That’s enough.”
“It really is the best thing for all of us,” Amilia pleaded. “There are many people we must protect as well. You have my word that neither of you will be harmed and I’ll do my best to help you once you’ve been examined by a priest.”
“How long will this take?” I replied.
“We have hidden locations set up for this kind of thing. To be honest with you, it will take three to six months for the council to make a decision.”
“Our mission is time-sensitive. One of our members has a communication ability with a limited range. If we don’t fall back into that range within a certain period of time, then they’ll come looking for us. It would be better if you allowed us to return to let them know so that we could inform them. You could travel with us until we were within range for them to get the message.”
“No,” Leeman said. “We would be taking too much of a chance.”
“There’s more. It was the succubi that sent us on this quest. They’ll be aware of any location you send us, and if we delay too long, they may come themselves.”
“And that is another reason we can’t let you go.”
“You will use force if we don’t come willingly?”
Leeman gripped the hilt of his sword that still lay on the table.
And my opportunity to have more of my questions answered had dissolved in a puff of smoke. I really didn’t like this Leeman guy. I turned to Shamash to seek his advice. His skin melted away and the dark robes of a lich were revealed. He still held back much of his dark power, but Leeman and Amilia frozen in their seats. “Use everything,” he said, before leaving his seat. As he floated away no more than a few inches off the ground, he called out to Travis. “Come, pup.”
Travis stood and followed a moment later.
The two Illuminated Cathedral members recovered quickly and came to their feet. They glanced back and forth between me and Shamash. It was obvious they knew what he was.
“I wish you would reconsider,” I said while still sitting in my seat.
Even Amilia followed Leeman in placing her helmet over her head.
I’d cast Creature Observation on him before our conversation had even begun.
Leeman
Level: 12,084
Health Points: 8,218,400
Mana Points: 5,003,000
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Strength: 10,201
Dexterity: 10,094
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Wisdom: 10,003
 
Of course, he was an even higher level than Amilia was. He had the highest HP I’d ever seen, although only recently was Creature Observation capable of showing the HP of someone of such a high level. What’s more, his physical stats were greater than my own without buffs. Even with them, he’d be difficult to match.
Why had Shamash directed me down this path? Did he actually think I was capable of defeating them? Even if my level was only 2,279, I had the base stats of someone that was level 5,710. With buffs and a greater variety of magic, it evened the playing field quite a bit. After seeing their character sheets, I was pretty sure of what strategy they’d use to fight me though. That was what had me worried. Amilia had built herself up as a caster, and Leeman was more like a tank. He’d been waiting for us when we’d first arrived, and she’d been standing behind him. The good news was that I should be able to handle any offensive spells she cast fairly easily, but she’d mostly stay back to buff and heal him as he fought head-on with his massive sword. This whole thing was so ridiculous.
“Promise me something,” I said before rising from my seat.
“Why would we promise you anything?” Leeman said evenly.
“What is it?” Amilia said despite him.
“If my people come looking, regardless of what happens between us, you’ll take care of them to the best of your ability.”
“Deal!” she replied before Leeman could make a noise.
I had it all planned out in my mind—how I’d distract them the best I could so that Travis could escape to tell the others in Sanctuary. Then I’d surrender myself to them. As much as I believed Amilia was being honest, that still didn’t mean I could fully trust what either of them said. I knew what I had to do.
As I came to my feet, Amilia tried a final time. “Please, Elorion. We could use your rare talent. You could help so many people.”
“But how could you take me with you if I was willing to abandon the people that counted on me?” I replied.
“It’s not like that.”
“Amilia. If the circumstances were different, I’d take you up on your offer in a heartbeat.” I couldn’t help but think of what Lilith might do to them if I agreed. “I don’t have a choice.”
“Are you prepared?” Leeman said.
“Momentarily.”
I hadn’t dropped my Master Mind Buff since we’d first met. It had been active then, so there was no reason to hide it. It was time to show them the rest. I began to channel mana into my muscular and skeletal systems, and my internal organs to join with the concentrated mana that was enlightening my mind. It had been a while since I’d made much use of In the Buff. Now that my base physical stats were near 5,000, it was time to push them to the next level all at once. Then it was just a matter of not dying or accidentally killing one of them. Even though Amilia had promised to take care of the others, if I killed either or both of them, all bets were off.
 



Chapter 25 – Holding Back
I didn’t cast Master In the Buff in a uniform manner. To do so at the necessary level to bring all of my stats to 10,000 would cost 2,457,600 Mana Per Minute. Instead, I buffed each system separately, only giving them what they required. It more than halved the mana requirement to 1,075,800 MPM.
It was already costing me 153,600 MPM for 11x Master Mind Buff. 12x Master Skeletal Buff cost twice as much at 307,200 MPM. I left Master Organ Defense at its base level only costing 150 MPM since it didn’t directly affect my stats, but Master Muscle Buff required 13x, which cost 613,400. An astronomical amount.
If it wasn’t for the buffs 10,000 Intelligence gave me, it would’ve only lasted seconds. My 179,400 MPM reduced the total cost to 895,950. Remaining in this state would only last me a little over 5.6 minutes. Thankfully, the buffs I received from reaching 10,000 in every stat would help make up for it.
Light Magic Synergy
As a being who is already one with the Light, your body’s progression is funneled through its Light Magic nature. Aspects of your Solar Mage and Light Surgeon True Forms have merged with your physical body, giving you greater access to their abilities.
All Solar Mage and Light Surgeon abilities have doubled in strength while in your Ascended Human Form.
Their limitations do not apply.
 
Advanced Ascendancy
Your mind and body have reached full maturity.
Permanent In The Buff
+1,000 Strength
+1,000 Dexterity
+1,000 Constitution
No mana cost
Note: These are in addition to past Ascendancy buffs.
 
Permanent Regeneration
+3,000 HP Per Second
+2,000 Endurance Per Second
No mana cost
Note: Unlike Permanent In The Buff, this is your total HP and Endurance Regeneration Per Second gained from your ascendancy.
 
I was right. It seemed I’d be able to channel less mana to In The Buff to keep it active at the appropriate levels. It also gave me a nice surprise in that increasing my physical stats also increased my casting ability, in a roundabout manner.
 
Variable Physicality
Every one of your physical skills and synergies have merged together and taken on Light Magic characteristics.
 
You will now receive +400 HP per point of Constitution. 
 
You are now able to Focus your body’s makeup on Life and Solar aspects of Light Magic at will.
 
Solar Focus
 
200% Speed
200% Quickness
30% Internal Damage Resistance
30% External Damage Resistance
-50% Heavy Lifting 
 
 
Life Focus
 
200% Health Regeneration
150% Power
150% Heavy Lifting
 
Healing Aura 
+1,000 HP Per Second
 
Note: These buffs do not apply when in your Blue Magic Forms.
 
Despite all the changes, how I felt was what first stole my attention. As naturally as breathing, I was able to change the aspect focus of my body from Life to Solar and back to my Ascended Human Form. I could feel my blood pumping and heart beating with streams of Light Magic even in my natural state. It was like constantly being in the state of refreshment that I felt when using my Healing spell.
Adjusting my nature to Life Focus was like turning up the power to a state somewhere between Light Surgeon and my Ascended Form. I didn’t lose the ability to move, but I could feel the life flowing through me in great abundance. I suspected my Heal spell would be even stronger than in my Neutral Ascended state.
Switching to my Solar Aspect physical body had the opposite effect. I felt less sensation, but more pure energy as my body fell somewhere between Ascended and Solar Mage. My Solar Magic should be even stronger.
With the boost from Advanced Ascendency, I was able to immediately channel less mana to In The Buff. To keep my physical stats at 10,000, I reduced Master Muscle Buff to 11x or 153,600 MPM and Master Skeletal Buff to 10x, or 76,800 MPM. 
They went from costing 896,400 MPM to 205,200. And instead of lasting me 5.6 minutes, my buffs would now last 24.5. That gave me much more breathing room. Even then, my stats were only equal to Leeman’s, not counting his Constitution which was over 20,000. At least my HP had grown closer to his 8,200,000. At 400 HP per point on Constitution, I now had 4,065,000 HP. I thought that I should be feeling more confident with it now 8 times higher than it had ever been, but with his as a clear comparison standing before me, I couldn’t help but look past the achievement. This was just another stepping stone.
Seeing the change, Leeman took a step back, holding his sword between us. He whispered under his breath, “Undefiled.”
I’d been waiting for its countdown time to expire and cast Time Crawl as soon as it was available. As time stopped I considered my next moves carefully. I’d already healed Leeman once. It hadn’t just helped to show them the difference between our magics but confirmed that it was possible to heal him through his insanely thick armor. That was one mystery solved, but numerous other ones sprouted up in its place. I knew the entire reason humans wore heavy armor was that it was the best defense they had against Dark Magic. Fighting magic against magic was possible, but if any Dark Magic slipped through, or caught him by surprise, the contact with it could quickly become deadly. A succubus had taught me that very lesson once and it wasn’t something I wanted to learn again.
So how was it possible that they could Heal one another through their Metal armor, but also use it to defend against Dark? It was possible that Metal’s natural characteristics repelled Dark Mana and absorbed Light, but that would contradict everything I knew about every other School of Magic, and also the little bit of Metal aura I had already experienced from the weapons I’d toyed with in the past. It was more likely that there was something else.
As much as I wanted to just transform into my most powerful Form and try tearing Leeman open like a tin can, there were things that I needed to know, or the mana I spent could be a fatal waste. I had plenty of Minor and Intermediate Light Orbs to make up for the mana difference between us, but those I’d save until I had no other choice.
When Time Crawl came to an end, I switched to my Ascended Form and Skeleton Titan’s Defense immediately began to take shape. If I was going to be facing a couple of Metal mechs, I might as well turn into a skeletal variant of one.
Leeman surged forward, readying his sword to split me in two. His speed was a blur even with Mana Sight at full power.
I’d expected as much. Laser burned into his helmet too quickly for him to move out of the way. Metal Mana leaped from his armor, creating a protective aura. But how?
Slightly slower than Laser, a Shadow Bolt from my other hand struck him low on the breastplate. The Metal Mana didn’t fully block either attack, but once they cut through the mana itself, the physical armor met it like a concrete wall stopping the jet from a water hose and it dissipated into the air.
Casting Forced Learn, my perceptions plunged into the area of impact where my Shadow Bolt had landed. Just like a mana conduit, I was able to enter the mana stream of his armor and immediately saw how he was manipulating his armor’s mana. The Metal Aura acted like the first layer in a bulletproof vest, slowing my magic down, and the physical armor reinforced with Metal Mana took care of the rest.
As soon as my perceptions had returned, I jumped to the side to dodge his sword’s slash, only to find myself having to sidestep because of a follow-up lunge. In a similar fashion to Travis’s spear extension, Leeman’s sword seemed to lengthen as Metal created a thick aura around his sword.
He threw another follow-up attack before I could give much of a response. Lifting my bone-covered forearm to meet it, I funneled Alpha’s Neutral Mana into my thick bone bracer. The forceful nature of Neutral Mana met the Metal aura of his sword and there was a minor explosion, throwing me back. The armor over my forearm was left in a shattered mess, and a deep gash was etched into the back of my arm.
It healed almost immediately, and my armor started to reform. It didn’t look like it would be possible to imitate the effectiveness of his armor with my own. His armor possessed its own mana, so when he activated his Light Aura, it displaced the Metal Mana of his armor closest to his body. This pushed the Metal Mana out of the armor, creating an aura, but it didn’t saturate his armor with Light Mana, so it still had a thick layer of mana-reinforced physical armor that wouldn’t react with Dark Magic. It was almost silly how simple it was, but I couldn’t knock its effectiveness.
Leeman and I faced off with little more than ten feet between us. Even if our physical stats were even, he’d already shown his skill which was drastically superior to mine.
I Switched to Solar Focus, and my body became lighter. The Solar energy that flowed through me doubled my speed and gave me 30% physical and magic resistance. The only drawback was that I was unable to lift as much weight. I didn’t have to test it to read between the lines. My inability to lift as much weight also meant that I weighed much less. So it would make me faster, but I’d have much less weight behind each attack. Bludgeoning someone to death might be more difficult, but superior speed and quickness behind a sharp edge and point could greatly make up for it.
My scepter had long ago become more of an accessory than a weapon. It was bound tight to my back under layers of skeletal plate armor. Most of my weapons from the past had been clublike in nature and wouldn’t be of much use. The exception was Skeleton Warrior’s Sword, which was a cheap spell that I’d long ago mastered and its shape was easy to manipulate. 
My opponent saw the change in me the moment it happened and fell back into a defensive stance. Skeletal Warrior’s Sword appeared in my hand. It was simply a bone longsword with a plain crossguard. Even against normal steel, it wouldn’t last long. I couldn’t possibly leave it in its current state.
Removing Firazite Ore and mixing it with Fire Mana in the same way Mistress Nava had when she created her own condensed blade-like Fire Mana to stab me with, I used Skeleton Warrior’s Sword as a core and began covering my sword using Firazite Manipulation and the same process to condense Fire Mana as Crimson Incubus Form required. It didn’t surprise me when my Fire Mana penetrated the bone of my skeletal sword. What I didn’t expect was for it to begin solidifying in the same way Impenetrable Skin did. It could use some work, but after manipulating the edge to an appropriate sharpness, it was far superior even to the spear that the Faeastein Queen produced.
Leaping forward, my blade neared Leeman’s throat. His entire body turned. Even though he’d obviously expected my increase in speed, he had a moment of panic. His sword’s Metal Aura erupted in all directions, helping to push my sword aside even though his physical blade couldn’t make it in time.
He jumped back, and there to meet me was a javelin of Light. Amilia had finally made her appearance as her dense projectile punched through my armor like hot iron through a block of styrofoam.
I saw at that moment how well they worked together. He’d moved just in time so that the attack had missed him and caught me off guard. It was also traveling so fast that I was unable to push mana into my armor. Light Mana swelling in my gut to brace against the collision was all that I could manage.
It was like an echo of ripples that swarmed through my body the moment before I felt the pain. The attack landed above my core and felt like it pierced into me, but instead of continuing through me, it seemingly dissolved. I almost fell to my knees but caught myself.
-213,994 HP
 
I reached for Time Crawl, but it hadn’t even been fifteen seconds since the fight had begun. Looking past Leeman, I saw Amilia standing about fifty feet away with another Light Javelin already formed. It wouldn’t be enough to kill me, but it was also an attack that was impossible to ignore.
Before Leeman came at me again, Amilia loosed her javelin.
My skeletal armor had already reformed, but it had done nothing against her attack. Now that I was ready, I reinforced it with mana, but there was something I had to try. Instead of bracing or blocking it, I changed to Life Focus and took the attack head-on.
It punched through my skeletal armor once again with ease. I’d already prepared Master Heal when her Light attack collided with my chest. I expected it to be even worse than the first time, for Life Focus had no additional magic resistance. My chest was tense to meet it and my mana was pooled. I felt it strike me dead center of my armor and braced for the pain. It looked like the pain would be delayed as the first attack had been, but it lacked the initial ripples. Nothing came.
Both of my opponents seemed to freeze, but it was for no more than a second. Leeman turned to Amilia. She quickly summoned another Light Javelin and attacked me again. This one hit me lower on the chest and tore through my skeletal armor only to not affect my Life Focused Ascended Body. As I studied the effect and understood it, I received a popup.
Light Magic has leveled up!
Master Rank
Level 2
 
Since I’d reached Master Light Mage, my Light Magic hadn’t leveled up once. It looked like this little revelation about how different aspects of Light Magic worked was exactly what it had needed to advance. Reaching Master Rank had required me to push my Light Magic to its very limit. It seemed Grandmaster would require me to learn all the subtleties of how Light Magic reacted to itself, other magics, and the world around me. At least, so I guessed.
Even from fifty feet away I could see the fear in Amilia’s stance even if her face remained covered. Her Light Javelin was impressive and much faster than any of my normal Light Magic attacks. The reason was that she had found a way to build her spell with mostly Solar Aspect. It made it remarkably fast. Nearly as fast as Laser, but with much more weight behind it because it still contained a small percentage of Life Aspect.
I still didn’t fully understand why it didn’t do any damage at all to my Life Focused Form, but it definitely had something to do with the interaction between Life and Solar Aspects. My theory was that Life Magic absorbed Solar Magic entirely. It also seemed that Life Magic would have little effect against opposing Life Magic as well. So why had her Solar Aspect spell harmed me in my Solar Focused Body? I almost dared to ask her to attack me again to test it, but instead, a small avalanche of Light Magic passed from her to Leeman.
The Light Magic Tank grew physically in size and his armor grew with him. Even though the armor helped to hide his abilities, they became even clearer as his armor struggled to contain his newly inflated stats. There was no way to know how much she was actually buffing him with his armor fully covering him, but it wasn’t a small amount. The mana being channeled between them was like an eight-lane highway with a constant flow of traffic in every lane.
I gulped down my rising nerves and switched to Solar Focus as Leeman charged.
 



Chapter 26 – Loosening Up
My sword met Leeman’s and was knocked away under the weight of his two-handed swing. One attack after another drove me back. His speed now matched mine, and his strength far surpassed me. Mana Sight gave me just enough of an edge to keep myself a step ahead, but my body was only just able to keep up with my mind. My sword was impressive in its ability to survive his assault, but there was no time to appreciate it.
The danger I was in was plain as day. Switching to a different form was an option, but I’d have to do something to gain a moment’s advantage in order to have the time to transform. It still took a second or two to change to my greater forms, which was time Leeman wasn’t giving me. I knew the moment an opening appeared, Amilia would fill the gap, forcing me to switch to Life Focus to block it. That limited my immediate options. 
I decided to get a change of scenery. As I stepped back and did my best to parry another of Leeman’s blows, Rog Form covered my off-hand like a glove. Gathering thousands of MP into a ball of Smog, I held it up like a shield so my opponent could see.
He didn’t hesitate to attack the ball of accumulated mana in hopes of interrupting my casting. As his sword met it, the ball burst, and smoke filled the area. I’d tested it enough to know that the amount of mana I’d used should cause the smoke to fill the entire cavern and then some.
To my surprise, Leeman didn’t stop, but I could feel his movement inside the Smog. His sword was coming right for me. Using Crystalized Fog, the smoke between us hardened, slowing him down. He was far too powerful for it to stop him completely.
My Rog Form’s Smoke Mastery had already reached Level 23 just from having it constantly active while in my Ultimate Form.
Smoke Mastery
Level: 23
Maximum Smoke Density: 25 out of 100
Toxicity Level: Minimal
Heat Level: Intermediate
Next Level:
Level: 2
Maximum Smoke Density: 26 out of 100
Toxicity Level: Minimal
Heat Level: Intermediate
 
The Toxicity Level of my smoke was still minimal, but the Heat Level was something I could now manipulate at the Intermediate level. It was limited, but still something. I upped the heat to hopefully drain some of their stamina.
Jumping back, I placed multiple layers of hardened Crystalized Fog between us as walls to slow him down. I considered switching to Crimson Incubus Form, for another boost to my physical stats and the form’s Impenetrable Skin, but it wouldn’t have nearly the same benefits as my Solar Focused Ascended Form against Amilia’s spells. There was another avenue I could take, but it was more of a gamble since I’d be manipulating Light Magic in a way I’d never tried before.
Just as I’d condensed Fire Mana inside my Skeleton Warrior’s Sword, I summoned my Skeleton Warrior’s Shield and tried doing the same thing with Light Mana. Not just any Light Mana, but I needed to try to filter out the Solar Aspect and fill it with mostly Life Aspect. I wasn’t exactly sure where to start.
I felt the first wall of hardened Crystalized Fog fall as Leeman cut his way closer. Amilia was further away, but I felt her testing Light Magic against my Fog and having some minor success. It wouldn’t be long now.
All my focus turned to filtering out the different aspects of my Light Magic. I could feel both of them inside my shield but wasn’t sure how to remove the Solar Aspect. For the first test, I decided to cheat. Gathering Laser before me, I funneled the mana I supplied to the spell through my shield. While it was forming, I cut the flow of additional mana, forcing Laser to take all Solar Aspect mana. It left my shield with half the mana, but it was that of pure Life Aspect.
After getting a feel for the filtering of the two, I absorbed Laser without firing it off and tried filling the rest of my shield with just Life Aspect Mana. It wasn’t as pure as using Laser to draw out the Solar Aspect, but it worked. I also received another popup. 
Light Magic has leveled up!
Master Rank
Level 3
 
My face lit up, but I ignored it for the moment. With nothing but sheer mana manipulation, I compressed the Light Mana that in turn compressed the bone of my shield as well. I didn’t have any Light Ore to add to it or a special Light Ore manipulation spell, but I didn’t need it. As one talented in Light Magic, my ability to manipulate my Light Mana was many times than that of Fire Mana. It seemed just about any mana could be condensed into a physical state. Solar might be an exception, but I didn’t have time to test it.
Leeman was one layer of Crystalized Fog away and my shield wasn’t designed to deflect his sword. A layer of Smog rolled over my shield as I hardened it into a thick layer and hardened Fire Mana quickly followed. Even if I needed to repair it between hits, it should do the job.
The moment before he reached me, Amilia sent out a pulse of Light Magic that blew back my Fog. It cleared the view for him to launch a precision lunge.
The blow was aimed at the side of my gut that wasn’t blocked by my shield. Pivoting back, my shield met the thrust and jarred me. My shield had survived.
I had to repair a small puncture in the compressed Fire Mana and hardened Smog. They had stopped the blade before it reached my compressed Light Magic layer.
My shield worked, but I still had a problem. Leeman drove me back with ease and all I could do was block each of his blows. 
I continued to take a beating. If it wasn’t for my Solar Focus, I would’ve already been cut in two. I knew that Amilia saw it and just had to wait until she made her move.
Her Light Javelin came in the same way the first one had. Leeman attacked and moved out of the way just in time for her spell to shoot past him.
I caught it near the edge of my shield and was pushed back even more than when I’d been struck in the body. It seemed Solar Aspect Ascended Body greatly mitigated her spell’s effects, just not as much as Life Aspect did. It battered into my layer of compressed Fire Mana with more force than I’d believed possible. How much mana was she using for each spell? It was like she was really trying to kill me.
The layers of compressed Fire Mana and hardened Fog parted beneath her magic, but as it met my layer of Life Aspect, it dissolved.
I wanted to mockingly laugh when I saw that my shield had worked, but another slash was there to meet me a split second later. I’d have to be careful after each of her attacks to patch my shield’s layers fast enough so that Leeman couldn’t attack the layer of Life Aspect directly.
Seeing that it worked, it looked like I wouldn’t have to completely rely on Solar Focus to defend against her attacks. That gave me more options.
Another ball of Fog appeared. Instead of casting with my hands, I channeled the mana through my chest and let it form before me. Instead of waiting for Leeman to attack it, I cast it toward the ground. Fog once again filled the area, only this time I added Crystalized walls around Amilia as well as Leeman. She shouldn’t be able to blow my fog away as easily this time.
I began to transform. Solar Focus greatly increased my speed, but it was too limiting in another way. Crimson Incubus Form, on the other hand, would increase my base physical stats by 100% and 1,000 while giving me a few other bonuses. Like wings, even if I wasn’t as fast.
My stats were nothing to laugh at and I kept my 10,000 stat bonuses intact because Master In The Buff was still active. It would also only lessen my time in my buffed stat by a couple of minutes.
Strength: 16,128
Dexterity: 15,454
Constitution: 15,820
 
The cave's ceiling was limiting, but I flew up until I was just out of Leeman’s reach. I was sure he could easily bound up to where I was, but he would be much slower getting to me than if I remained on the ground.
Amilia blew the unhardened Fog out of the area quickly, but the walls of hardened Fog surrounding her and Leeman remained. I’d lost my connection with my Fog, so I couldn’t manipulate it further, but from my new vantage point, I wouldn’t have to. The walls were more of a distraction than an actual hindrance to either one of them.
To get the most out of my Crimson Incubus Form, I turned up the heat. I’d had enough of being on the defensive.
As Leeman cut through the remaining wall of Fog, I was there to meet him, diving in from above. Unable to get his sword between us in time, his Metal Aura intensified to meet my sword and its point rammed into his upper chest. It was then that the true worth of their armor was revealed. My sword seemed to puncture his physical armor at first, but without any further give, my sword took the brunt of the remaining force and shattered.
I swooped into the air, throwing Decay at his back as I passed by. Glancing back, I watched as his Metal Aura repelled the magic and didn’t let it stick. I found myself in the air between them. I’d hoped that I’d be able to pierce his armor and was going to chain a second attack at Amilia. My plan had failed miserably. I considered following through since her physical stats were so much lower, but how exactly was I supposed to get through her armor?
Bringing my shield up to meet another Light Javelin, I felt the swelling of mana behind me that was coming from Leeman. He wasn’t a pure tank, for he still had 10,000 Intelligence and Wisdom, so he had to have an impressive casting ability even if it wasn’t his focus. I’d given him a free shot.
As best as I could, I gathered Light Mana over my back without bothering to filter out its aspects to help me shield against it. It was like a massive claw tore at my back from top to bottom. I was falling before I’d even realized his energy slash had severed my wing at its root. It hadn’t been a Light Magic attack at all that he’d thrown at me. It was razor-sharp Metal propelled by Neutral Mana. An enormous amount of it.
The attack hadn’t just sliced me open but thrown me over Amilia’s head to crash into the ground on the other side of her.
It left me woozy, but I cast Time Crawl even knowing it would extend the pain I was feeling. 
-1,100,340 HP
 
In a single attack, Leeman had chopped my HP by a fourth—and he’d used a sword skill to do it. Despite all of our talks about them not being willing to use any magic other than Light, they had never said they didn’t use weapon abilities. I’d assumed they considered those a form of magic, but I’d been wrong, and it had cost me dearly.
That wasn’t the only thing I’d been wrong about. Shamash had said to use everything and instead I’d underestimated them. If Leeman’s placement of his energy slash had been different, like to the back of my head, it could have killed me instantly. Who knew what Amilia was really capable of if she went all out? She had as much mana as the mana cannon we’d created in Sanctuary. There was no guarantee that I’d be able to block her with my Life Aspect Mana.
As time once again started to churn, I healed myself and began to transform.
“Elorion!” Amilia cried. I could hear the concern in her voice. It almost stopped me from doing what I had to do.
Sorry.
Primordial Cat Form merged with Master In the Buff and my physical stats surged to 25,000. My Solar Form was nothing compared to the power I felt. I’d once again surpassed my record for the highest physical stats I’d ever wielded.
Leeman rushed forward to place himself between Amilia and me. He was fast. Incredibly so, but as volcanic steam vented from my enlarged size, I moved. I wasn’t so much faster than him that I outclassed him entirely, for he was easily the fastest person I had faced. It just wasn’t enough.
Amilia’s Metal Aura flared, but she didn’t have the physical stats to even flinch before my paw swept her off her feet, past Leeman, and crashing into the wall.
A brilliant Metal sword was extended to meet me as I reached the Light Magic tank. I didn’t bother to block it but opened my immense jaws and swallowed it as well as his arm and half his body as I chomped down upon him. His sword plunged through the back of my head, causing no damage. My magma body gleamed in orange and yellow as I turned up the heat to full power.
As I wrapped my paws around him, I bathed his armor in molten rock, driving him to his back. I cooked him for many seconds before lifting myself off of him and gathering my magma.
Seeing that his armor was now charred and deformed, I grabbed him between my fangs and flicked him toward the wall. The rock crumbled beneath his weight, but I was there before he could slump to the ground. With a solidified paw of hardened stone claws each the size of a man’s hand, I ripped through his breastplate, leaving him bare.
Even as Amilia was up and attacking me from behind with Light Javelin after Light Javelin, I barely felt their effects. I bit down on a chunk of thick, pried open metal from Leeman’s breastplate and lifted him in the air as I began to shake him back and forth.
He’d lost his sword during our exchange and was blasting the side of my head with energy blasts from his fists. It crushed the side of my face, but even that did me little harm. Because it wasn’t displacing any of my magma, all that I had to do was reform.
The entire area seemed to shake as something exploded behind me. 
As the blinding light faded, I found myself lying on my side dozens of feet from where I’d been standing. Much of my magma had been blown from my body in the explosion, but not enough for me to be forcibly changed back to my human form. I climbed to all fours and prepared to attack when I saw Amilia running toward Leeman while removing her helmet.
She cast Heal on him repeatedly, which should have worked since his breastplate had been ripped off of him, but he wasn’t responding to it.
Forced Learn showed me all I needed to know. Blood was gushing from his side and his mana was spilling out with it. It seemed an arm-sized sliver of his Metal armor had been jammed into his side.
Amilia's eyes were deadened as she carefully removed the sliver of armor. How many times had she done this to react in such a way? Her healing magic was constantly channeled into the internal wound as the foreign object slipped out.
I saw it at the same moment that she did. He’d lost too much blood already. I didn’t hate either one of them enough to attack them while she was trying to save his life, but I had remained in Primordial Cat Form to be ready for their renewed efforts. If I let him die, then I was sure the fight would be over, or at the least Amilia wouldn’t put up much of a fight alone. I couldn’t do it. Not because there was a chance for the others to go home, but because I knew I could save him.
Heading toward them quickly, my Primordial Cat Form faded as my human form took shape.
I was met with a dull glare. “He’s already too far gone,” she said.
Shaking my head, I gave her a wink.
Even that couldn’t cut through her lethargy as she fell back from her knees to her rear.
“Just a moment,” I said and suddenly my perceptions were flung from my body and strands of Life Aspect Mana shot from my eyes. I didn’t hesitate to plunge my sensory cords into Leeman’s body. A large artery had been severed, explaining the massive blood loss.
Using Life Mana Manipulation, I drew at the blood pooling under him and rejoined it with the body. As soon as a sufficient amount had returned, I created a Life Magic Barrier that would keep his blood in his body. Next, I stopped his heart.
Slowly, I pushed his blood back into his cardiovascular system so as not to burst any small vessels. As I did, his heart began to expand as if filled with blood. Once the mess was cleaned up, I focused on healing the artery first, then restored the larger minor vessels that had also been severed. Everything looked in order, so I helped his heart start again, and after a few beats and a little help from Heal, it was as if he’d never been hurt in the first place.
My senses returned to normal as I changed back to my Ascended Form. I found two human faces looking up at me in a daze.
“Ready to go again?” I said.
They just kept staring. 
 



Chapter 27 – Now What?
“What are you planning on doing with us?” Leeman said after more than a minute. His body was healed but his armor was in shambles. Somehow his pauldrons, or shoulder armor, hadn’t been torn off when I pried open his breastplate and removed it from him. His arms were also still fully armored. He was a powerful man, but with the thick armor covering his arms and legs, his torso looked puny in comparison. I had a feeling the destruction of his armor was no small loss. It was still many levels beyond what Russ was capable of.
His companion was in much better shape. The tri-scar I had left in her breastplate was no more than an inch deep, which left her armor functional, if not looking even more impressive.
Since they were both sitting, I decided to join them. “Nothing. Like I said before, I plan on heading to the Metal Vein and helping my friend unlock his First School of Magic. Then I’m going to head back, inform my people what we’ve been up to. After dropping some things off with them, I have some vampires to kill.”
They turned to one another and shared a look. Leeman then turned to me and bowed his head. “Why did you save me?”
“Why did you aim for my wing and not my neck?”
“We never had any intention of harming you beyond what was necessary.”
“I healed you because you remind me of someone.” And he did. There were certainly differences, but Leeman and Skyler had much in common. I found them both easy to understand. They might be quick to act, but their intentions were just as straightforward. “When you say that taking us would be the safest course of action for the protection of your people, I believe you, even if I disagree. And why would I kill you if I’d rather be your friend?”
“Do you see how it's hard for us to just let you go?” Amilia said with pleading eyes. “You know the truth of our existence, and now you’re telling us that you’re purposely going to the vampires, the monsters who originally wiped us out.”
“You have no choice but to trust me.”
They were silent for a long while, but neither of them disputed what I said. Leeman seemed to mostly resign himself to this fact, but Amilia was full of questions. “How is it possible that you can use Dark Magic, change into a demon, and then a giant beast, and yet still wield the magic of the Undefiled?”
“The Undefiled—do you mean that they’re able to transform into Light Surgeon?” I said, changing into the form before their eyes. Dropping the form, I changed again. “Or Solar Mage?” I said while in that form before changing back to Ascended.
She was shaking her head. “No. They do belong to the Undefiled, but they’re even rare among their ranks. You’re not even a grandmaster, are you?”
“I’m not. I’ve just reached the Master Rank recently.”
Tapping her index finger against her lips, she considered what I’d said before continuing. “The Undefiled are Light Mages that spend their life seeking purity of heart. Through their dedication, they unlock greater Aspect control of Light Magic. They can transform depending on their focus. You showed us both Undefiled Forms when dealing with my Light Javelins.”
“Oh,” I said, then shifted to Life Focus. “Like this?”
She studied my face like she only half believed it. “Yes. This is what my brothers and sisters of the Illuminated Cathedral all aim for. How can you possibly have both?”
“It’s what I’m talented in. But you’re saying anyone can become Undefiled?”
“Yes. With hard work and purity of mind and spirit. It takes years for most to unlock them. Many never do.”
“What about Solar Mage and Light Surgeon?”
“I’ve never heard them called by these names, but historically, only our greatest grandmasters have unlocked them.”
It seemed even among the Illuminated Cathedral, it was rare for humans to naturally be talented in Light Magic. The fact that many of them unlocked Solar or Life Focus must be due to them reaching some kind of mastery with their magic. I highly doubted moral purity had anything to do with it.
“To answer your question, my ability to cast Dark Magic and Shapeshift comes from my Blue Magic. I’ve learned these abilities from the creatures I’ve faced.”
“I understand that, but—how were you able to become that giant beast? What was that?”
“That’s an interesting story actually,” I said with a laugh. I gave her a summary of my first run-in with Xaphan the Primordial Cat. “In other words, I’m lucky to be alive.”
“If you plan on your friend using the Metal Vein, then you’ll have to face the monster guarding it,” Leeman said, breaking his silence. “We usually only mine Metal Ore on the outskirts of the dungeon, but there’s a Metal Dragon guarding the actual vein.” He glanced at Amilia and kept talking. “We’d never be able to defeat it with just the two of us, but it would be a great benefit to our people if it was killed…”
“A Metal Dragon?” I said, spinning around to see if Shamash had heard. He stood no more than ten feet away with Travis and Degima.
“It’s an adolescent one,” Leeman continued. “No more than fifty years old, but still a lord among beasts.”
“So you want to join forces to help us kill it?” I said, not hiding my grin.
Leeman gave me a firm nod.
“Great,” I said, jumping to my feet. Leaning down, I offered Amilia my hand. She took it and I helped her up. Leeman stood on his own, and I cuffed him on the arm.
Travis joined us immediately and began to ask Leeman about his sword and how he’d made use of the weapon’s mana. We were going to have to do something about Leeman’s missing breastplate.
“I wanted to ask you about your Light Javelin…” I said to Amilia as we turned to join the others. We came face to face with Shamash who had his face concealed and she froze.
“Lady of the Illuminated Cathedral,” Shamash said in a respectful tone. “Please do not fret because of my presence. I mean you no harm. You have greater knowledge of Light Magic than I, and I would kindly request that you do your best to instruct Elorion, my pupil.”
It looked like one side of her face was turning up in a scowl while the other was trying to show him a friendly grin. Well, not friendly, but hospitable. 
After he said his piece, I felt his gaze fall upon me. “How much mana did you have left after the fight?”
“About 4,100,000,” I replied.
“And that’s what you call using everything?” I could hear his disappointment. “At least an adolescent Metal Dragon should help you better understand the definition of the term. If not, the Vampire—well, you can think on it as we travel.”
After that, he left us alone.
“You do understand that the Lich are an evil existence, right?” Amilia said.
“Yeah,” I replied. “He can also be a jerk, but he’s also right.”
“You make light of what he is capable of?”
“Not exactly. I know he is unfathomably powerful, and I need him—even if I don’t like it.”
“Why do you need him? How about we head toward your people and once we are in range tell them to come and meet you? When they arrive we can all go to the Illuminated Cathedral together.”
Looking into her eyes, I found it difficult to speak, but then explained to her why that was impossible. The succubi had taken half of Sanctuary for personal training, including my fiancé. “That is why I will utilize the Lich’s help until I finish my quest. I can’t go with you until I get them back.”
I found both Travis and Leeman looking at me from where they’d been talking. They’d heard it all. Leeman looked to Travis and saw the same welled up emotion he was trying to suppress.
All conversations stopped for a while as we prepared to leave. 
Shamash led my Embar at the rear of our party with my golems following behind. Before the rest of us had taken our place Degima approached me without taking her eyes off me. Had I done something to offend her?
“Sir,” she said, standing up even straighter if that was possible. It was the first time she’d spoken English.
“Queen Degima,” I replied.
“Sword weak. Break. Spear strong. No break.” She held up an empty hand. Everyone was watching. At first, nothing happened, but then, she closed her eyes. The same surge I felt when creating an orb gathered in her palm. Then a substance that looked like dark-red glass rose from her hand and started to take shape. More of it left her to join with the rest. In less than a minute, a spear a full head taller than I was balanced in her palm as she offered it to me.
I took it from her and thanked her.
She smiled in return.
“Are you in need of Firazite Ore?” I said. Shamash, still standing far off, translated.
She shook her head.
Then remembering the Fire Orbs, I grabbed one from my inventory. “How about this?”
Twisting her head ever so slightly to study it, she nodded that she did.
I placed it in her hand, and before our eyes, the orb began to melt away and merge with her. If it was beneficial to her, then perhaps I should give her all of the fire ones. It would be even better if I could make them. And why couldn’t I? Just because I hadn’t tried making orbs from different elements, didn’t mean I would have to wait until a higher rank. I’d have to give it a shot.
When Degima had left, Amilia asked, “What is she?”
I gave her a quick explanation of what had happened.
“She’s a slave?” I could hear the distress in her voice.
“No, she has chosen to travel with us. I don’t think she’s sure what to do next.”
“Well, that spear she made is astonishing,” Leeman said. “Is that crystalized Firazite? It’s flawless…”
I took a closer look at the weapon she’d given me. I could feel the hum of mana inside it. The density also seemed harder than my Crimson Incubus skin. 
“I’ll teach you both how to make use of its aura,” he added. “Your sword never would have broken if you had used it properly.”
I inwardly cringed. Just how much didn’t we know? “That would be helpful.”
The final leg of our trip to the Metal Dungeon had begun. I spent most of my time with Amilia and swapped pointers on Light Magic use. 
Light Magic has leveled up!
Master Rank
Level 11
 
Just learning about the subtleties of how Light Magic interacted with itself and its different aspects was of great benefit. I helped her test some things as well and we even discussed the reaction between Dark and Light Magic.
Travis spent as much time with Leeman as I did with Amilia. I saw the fruit of their conversation within the first hour of our party’s departure. He was manipulating the aura, or mana, in his Firazite spear, and later was even applying the same principles to his armor.
I couldn’t wait for Richard, who had a talent with armor, to learn more about these discoveries, but that was still weeks away. First was the Metal Dungeon, then we had a number of them we’d clear on the way back toward Sanctuary for some further power leveling.
As happy as I was that our new human friends were actually being friendly and no longer trying to beat me down, I couldn’t shake an ominous feeling that hundreds of miles away there was a vampire gate waiting for me. This was all leading to something far more deadly.
 



Chapter 28 – Sleeping Metal
Natural columns of Metal ore framed the entrance. It was unlike any dungeon we’d visited before. As we stepped inside, it resembled something like a fortress of gunmetal with straight walls with jagged edges where the natural formations didn’t meet uniformly. Unlike a true fortress, the outer walls didn’t block our way from entering but instead felt like they were there to enclose us in. The floor was rough at the best and just as jagged as the top of the Metal columns, sprouting around us like demonic claws all about the enormous room. There were countless pits here and there ending at unknown depths or in vicious beds of spikes. It wasn’t the largest dungeon we’d visited, but it was the most imposing. 
There were no creatures in sight except for one. The dungeon was longer than it was wide as if it was the dragon’s throne room. Nearly a mile away at the far side of the dungeon was an aluminum-colored mound. It was the Metal Dragon. It wasn’t lying directly next to the Metal Vein, but its tail snaked up the path that ended at its base.
“It’s jealous of the Metal Vein and kills any creatures that get too close,” Amilia said, standing at my side. “The Illuminated Cathedral has come here to mine for years, and it has never attacked as long as we keep our distance.”
“Has no one tried to kill it?” Travis wondered.
Leeman huffed in a quick breath of air. “It hasn’t been worth the risks. We only visit in small groups, and a grandmaster hasn’t had the opportunity to make the trip in years. Because it has remained relatively safe, they haven’t seen it as necessary. As you can see, there is plenty of Metal ore to spare, but the closer you get the purer it will be. That’s not the only kind of ore here though. The closer you get, the more likely you’ll find rarer ore and gemstones. If the Metal Dragon is no longer an issue, the council won’t be able to resist the opportunity and will send a larger party to mine closer to the vein. It could increase our take of rare ore tenfold.”
“Elorion will go alone,” Shamash said. He’d already spoken to me at length. It was a surprise to our new friends who had continued to keep their distance from him.
“Is that wise?” Amilia dared to respond.
“He must learn what he is capable of.” The lich’s tone was soft but direct. “And the vampires won’t be sleeping. This is a rare opportunity.”
“Alright,” I replied. “Stay here. You’ll know if I need you.”
Leeman stepped in front of me. He looked as if he was going to stop me. Glancing at the lich, he thought better of it. I knew what he was thinking. They’d asked us to come and help with the Metal Dragon, but now they were being asked to sit back and watch. In the end, there was only one thing he could think to say. “We’ve got your back.”
Thanking him, I patted him on the shoulder of the backup breastplate he’d had stashed in his inventory and stepped past him. I could make out quite a few details from such a distance, but the dragon was still too far away for me to cast Creature Observation. Casting Invisibility on myself, I approach in my Crimson Incubus Form that was wrapped in a hardened layer of Rog’s mix of Earth, Fire, and Air elements with my skeletal armor over that to limit my Light Magic from leaking as much as possible. There was plenty of Earth, Fire, and Air Mana in the air here, but there wasn’t a trace of Light.
My ability to manipulate Rog’s density made sneaking forward much easier than before. I lined the bottoms of my feet with a cloudy layer of smog so that it acted as a cushion for my footfalls. I was impressed by how well it worked.
I patiently crept forward so as not to alert the Metal Dragon. It took ten minutes, but when I was a good quarter-mile away, I stopped and took in the creature’s size. It had to be at least one hundred feet long, even if half of its length was just its tail. Even lying down, its body towered over my head by half a body length. I’d expected it to look like a dragon from a fantasy novel with a long neck, powerful body, and wings, but it looked more like a Komodo dragon with spiky-armored scales. One thing that wasn’t surprising was that it glowed in the mana realm like a mountain of Metal Ore.
It might strain Forced Learn’s casting distance, but it should work. In its slumbering state, the dragon would be more susceptible to ability theft.
I first cast Creature Observation.
Adolescent Metal Dragon
Level: 15,321
Health Points: 16,591,600
Mana Points: 12,140
Strength: 40,189
Dexterity: 11,002
Constitution: 41,479
Intelligence: 1,214
Wisdom: 1,055
 
Even though it was little more than 3,000 levels higher than Leeman, it had the stats of a monster 6,000 levels higher. Its Strength and Constitution were absurdly high, and its Dexterity was high enough that underestimating it could very likely end in my death. It was nearly on the level of a new Mistress-level succubus. My next move would depend entirely on what Forced Learn told me. To be sure that there would be no chance of failure, I cast it with 100,000 MP.
Metal Dragon essence received!
 
You have learned the Blue Magic Metalize!
 
I was aware of the popups even as my perceptions remained inside the monster. Relief hit me when the dragon didn’t begin speaking with me as the Primordial Cat had. Even though this young creature was huge and powerful, it still wasn’t even close to being on Xaphan’s level.
It wasn’t just its essence and Blue Magic that I was after. I didn’t hesitate to find its core—an Advanced Dark Magic Orb. It was of great worth.
The real reason I was here alone, and the others were still by the entrance was Shamash still wasn’t convinced that I was willing to put everything on the line. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust him. Even if he did have ulterior motives, my success seemed to line up with what Lilith wanted, so I had nothing to fear from him, for now. He seemed convinced that I was holding back too much. That was what made little sense in my mind. I’d been calculated all this time, figuring out my targets and taking care of them with clinical precision. Why wasn’t that enough? Was he wrong, or was there something I was missing?
When my perceptions had returned to me, I checked Metal Dragon Form and saw what Shamash had suspected I would.
Metal Dragon Form
Rank: Hatchling
Level: 1
Cost: 200,000 Mana Per Minute (20,000 with buffs)
Strength: +50%
Constitution: +50%
Special Abilities: Metal Body, Magnetism, Weapon Formation 
Metal Body: Your body is now made out of metal. You’re able to manipulate the kind of metal as you progress.
Metals Available: Tin
Tin Properties: Resists Corrosion, Lightning, and Heat damage. Heat resistance is limited. Weak against the hotter and colder temperatures. Lowest physical resistance available to Metal Dragons. It is the foundation for many alloys available at higher Ranks.
Magnetism: Depending on Metals Available, you’re able to manipulate their magnetic force—attracting objects affected by magnets toward you or repelling them.
Weapon Formation: You’re able to manipulate your Metal at the cost of Mana to form weapons in any shape and on any part of your body.
Next Level:
Cost: 199,000 Mana Per Minute (19,900 with buffs)
Strength: +.5%
Constitution: +.5%
Next Metal obtained at level 50
 
The Form didn’t seem like much right now, but Shamash had said it had numerous ranks. I could supposedly spend the next ten years trying to reach the highest level of a Dragon Form and still not reach the top. Dragons were creatures that developed slowly, but the strongest among them could supposedly rival a primordial beast. 
In examining it, I found what I was looking for. It didn’t have an ability similar to Xaphan where it could liquify and harden its own body so as not to take any damage against a variety of attacks. That also meant that nothing was holding me back. The others weren’t that far away, so I’d have back up if I needed it.
I started forward again on foot. My wings were pulled tight against my back in case I needed to flee to the air. 
There were so many possible ways to attack it and I had the element of surprise. I still wasn’t sure what I was going to do. My first thought was to attack with the largest Alpha Bomb possible. It was such a reactive spell though that it was just as likely to destroy the dungeon in the immediate area while there was no guarantee that such an unfocused attack would kill it—a monster with 16.5 million HP. 
I imagined the dragon becoming massive shrapnel and being blown into the wall. After it wiggled itself out the hole it made I’d be facing a metal rage monster. A chill would have gone up my spine right about then, but Crimson Incubi don’t get chills.
Up until now, I’d relied upon my Blue Magic Forms and buffing my stats to inflated levels. I could push my physical stats to 25,000, maybe 30,000 for a limited time, but could I really match a dragon? It might be possible since I’d have superior Dexterity, but it had 40,000 Constitution and Strength. Besides Mistress Nava, this was the first fight that I couldn’t buff my way out of.
There was also Ice and Fire. The latter would probably put me in a position to do a lot of damage because it could melt the dragon’s body to a certain point. Magma with millions of MP behind it might do even better. I could just bury the dragon in an ocean of molten rock, and it might not make it back to the surface. Both approaches could also cause catastrophic damage to my surroundings. Burying everything wouldn’t make the mining for precious materials any easier later on either.
Casting Metalize for the first time, a layer of Metal similar to that of the surrounding dungeon covered my skeletal armor. I’d have to play with the spell later because it looked like I could do more with it than just coat myself in another protective layer. For now, I hoped it would disguise my approach even further.
I slowed to a crawl as I neared, only stopping once I was fifty feet away. Any closer would be an unnecessary gamble.
There was another problem I had to consider. If I did try to cast any of my Blue Magic, channeling millions of mana into them would take time. Even if I could manage it all in less than ten seconds, I doubted the Metal Dragon would take even half of that to reach me. Seeing how long his tail was, he could probably just flick me away with it from where he lay without even bothering to get up. I could take to the air and prepare my spell there, but that wouldn’t cause my magic to cast faster. It was a defensive move as much as an offensive one. A wise one, but there were other options.
I only possessed one alignment of magic that I could cast fast enough with such excess mana—Light Magic. Why I was hesitating was obvious. Its Solar and Life Aspects seemed like the least likely to work against a Metal creature. Life would do a job on it if I could reach its Dark Magic Core and Solar might allow me to melt it just like focusing rays of the sun with a magnifying glass, but there was a ton of Metal between me and the Orb. I needed to reach it in order to cause any major damage.
Taking in the Metal Dragon once again, it felt like an impossible task. How did I get here? How did I go from sitting comfortably in my gaming chair with my VR headset on, to standing in range of an adolescent dragon?
I was asking the wrong question. How I got here really wasn’t that important. Why I was here—that’s what mattered.
It took little effort to remember the Head Mistress’s face. How could I forget waking up and seeing the others who’d been kidnapped alongside me for the first time? That first night in the Underworld, I was too focused on what had to be done to weep but the others sure hadn’t been. I approached Lilith when she’d taken Skyler and persuaded her to let him live. Other people from the surface had taken his place for her celebratory meal—I hadn’t even known their names…
Why was I here? The very thought of Aeris and our awkward beginning brought a smile to my face. But she was gone and far out of reach. That too was Lilith’s doing. This wretched succubus queen had sent me on this quest for my own good, but that simply wasn’t the truth. She needed me to grow in power because the stronger I became the more mana she could leech from me. It was the same for all the rest. We weren’t her children as she was so inclined to call us. We were property.
With Mana Sight at maximum power, I visualized the steps I had to take. I cast off all uncertainty. My Crimson Incubus Form melted away, as did my Rog Form and the Metalized layer over my skeletal armor. The only part of my Ascended Form that remained was my mind so that I could keep channeling Master Mind Buff. It cost more in a partial Form to keep my maximum mana in check, but I only needed a few seconds.
The world blossomed as Light Vision illuminated the world around me. The bone shackles protecting my arm fell away and they gleamed in Solar strength. No, I wouldn’t use my go-to Form Crimson Incubus this time. To give it everything, I needed to use the Form that allowed me to use my Solar Magic at full power. In less than a breath, my Light Mana surged into the palm of my hand. There was too much of it to remain in such a limited space.
It was as if the compressed photons of my arm, or whatever my Vessel of Light body was truly made of, joined with my mana, becoming one. As Laser ignited, the beam that burst forth was faster than my eyes could follow. I saw the Metal Dragon beginning to move. Mana Sight and the monster’s drowsiness made it look like it was moving in slow motion. Compared to the speed of Light, I guess it was. The massive creature that could so easily end me didn’t have the chance to react before a hole opened up in its scaly side.
I knew my Solar Magic was powerful, especially in Solar Mage Form, but I couldn’t believe what was happening. Not only had I punctured deep into the mountain of metallic flesh, but it happened instantly. It was as if someone had taken a hollow pipe the size of a telephone pole and impaled the dragon straight through. Light Vision mixed with Mana Sight allowed me to see through my beam of light that held steady even after it punched right through the dragon and into the base of the stairs leading up to the Metal Vein. The gaping wound was so wide I could have climbed inside it.
Time Crawl wound everything to a stop. In the midst of the hole, the dragon’s Dark Core floated directly in Laser’s path but remained unscathed. It was like a black hole amid the sun. A spot of tarnish, of rot and ruin, that couldn’t be cleansed with Solar alone. My conversations with Amilia and all I had learned up to this point had prepared me to know what to do.
Time Crawl ended and Vessel of Light dimmed. It was as simple as shifting my weight from one foot to the other as my body changed, and Life Aspect awakened. Channeling mana to Laser was exponentially faster than any of my other magic, but I still couldn’t funnel 5,000,000 MP into it in the space of a single moment. Instead of being measured in seconds, it was broken up into fractions. My beam of Solar Light was still active, but the moment I switched to my Life Aspect Form a burst of Life Magic erupted from the center of my being and out the palm of my hand to join behind Laser. 
It happened so fast I couldn’t rightly say that I’d truly changed to my Life Aspect Form entirely—only long enough to access the burst of Life Magic. At the same moment, I’d returned to Solar Mage. The change back was as instinctual as it was intentional. There was no gap between the burst of Life Magic and Laser. My Solar Magic’s burst was like wind to a kite. It propelled my Life Magic forward faster than it could ever travel on its own until it plunged into the Metal Dragon’s side, striking its Dark Magic Core. A moment later, I became aware of being gravely close to Mana Sickness and cut all the mana from my spell.
I felt a brief moment of nausea, but it felt distant in my Solar Form. I recovered mana so quickly now that it only lasted a second.
It was as if the Metal Dragon knew its life was ending. One moment it was lying down, the next it was running at me and the ground shook beneath its feet. It made it halfway before it began to falter. Tipping to the side, its eyes rolled back into its head. Seeing that its momentum wouldn’t be stopped before reaching me, I jumped back, high into the air. In Vessel of Light Form, I weighed 70% less, which showed as I flew back. My Incubus wings sprouted from my back as I climbed and I soon stabilized.
Landing chin first, the dragon crashed with the sound of a crumbling mountain and its head and neck crumpled under the weight of its body. It didn’t seem real, but it was dead, and I had the popups to prove it. Draining the Metal monster proved impossible.
Even after seeing what my Light Magic could do against armies of undead, this didn’t make sense. My power had shaken me then, and it shook me again. The difference this time was that I’d already faced the unbelievable before, and I knew I’d been wrong. It did make sense. I’d just been unwilling to believe it.
I heard the lich’s voice. “Do you finally see?”
I turned to see him hovering there a few feet away.
“Lord Darius was arrogant to think he could defeat the Succubi’s Head Mistress, but he wasn’t an utter fool,” Shamash continued. “Once you reach a certain level of power, which is now within your grasp, the right circumstances make the impossible possible. You will likely never see a dormant vampire, but, if you are bold, you will succeed. Your only hope is to attack first. Any one of them will be able to kill you just as easily as you can kill them. But kill them you will. Scores of them you will crush beneath your feet, and if you can somehow manage to survive long enough, you will become the very thing they fear the most.”
“Which is…” I replied.
“Light. You will become a light that they can’t extinguish.”
“You speak as if I’m going there to never return. I thought you said this will only take months.”
“Perhaps. But if you want to survive, rid your mind of going there just to finish your quest as soon as possible. The Vampire is the most dangerous race in the Underworld. Your chances are slim at best of ever coming back.”
As I looked away to consider his words, his power ruptured like a geyser, and he uncloaked his true form at the same time. The complexity of his body’s mana assaulted my senses the moment before his gaze found me. It was like being thrust through, but I sensed what was really happening. He’d cast Forced Learn. His voice sounded from inside me.
“Don’t fear and think through your responses. I will hear them. Don’t say them aloud. You can force me out at any time, but first, you must listen. This is the only way I can speak to you without Lilith eavesdropping. You hide your hatred for her well. If you go to the Vampire simply to complete her quest then it may be possible for us to return in a few months. But, just as the Vampire presents a great danger, so do they present a great opportunity. An opportunity that I believe you were born to exploit. If you are wise and play the long game, you could feed on them just as they have fed on your race for countless ages. There are millions of vampires, Elorion. Enough lesser nobles and small houses for you to slowly chip away at without causing much of a stir.”
Protesting was easy enough. All I had to do was think it. “You’re talking about abandoning my friends.”
“No. If you’re in the Vampire’s realm, even Lilith would think twice about coming after you. I’m not talking about abandoning your friends, I’m talking about saving them. In time, your power could rival the Head Mistress herself.”
“Let’s say I do as you’ve said, and the vampires don’t catch on and kill me. How long are we talking?”
“Centuries.”
Even though his consciousness was currently inside me, I could help but shake my head. “I can’t wait that long.”
“If you take risks, it could be sooner. We still have time, so think about it. Lilith sends you to fetch trinkets and pester her enemies, but she also sends you to the richest possible environment for your personal progression. She knows this and expects you to benefit from it. What she doesn’t expect is for you to stay.”
“Is defeating her even possible? Even if I was as powerful as she was, she’d be collecting mana from me, so wouldn’t she always have an advantage?”
“As innovative as her little mana catch is, it has its limits. To fully utilize what it’s capable of, she’d need to cast it on a mass of people, not just a few.”
“Wait. If it’s more efficient on large numbers, does that mean…”
“She’s going to capture more humans, yes.”
“How many?”
“Thousands.”
“Then why bother making us level up?”
“If I had to guess, there are two reasons. She probably needs you to reach a certain level to get the most out of your mana catch. After that, any additional levels you gain would have diminishing returns. But that doesn’t mean there isn’t another benefit in raising your level.”
“She’s building an army?”
“That’s my thought as well. If we’re right, she must have some plan for how to control so many people, because, unless I’m wrong, she’ll want you all to reach the Mistress level to get the most out of her mana catch magic. The reason the succubi don’t let imps reach the incubus stage is because they become too dangerous to keep around. A level 20,000 human would be many times more dangerous than that.”
“So there has to be something we’re missing?”
“Yes.”
“Why are you helping me like this? Is it because it will extend our contract?”
“Does that surprise you? I will follow whatever you decide, but if you do seek the power to save your friends, how many secrets do you think we’ll come in contact with along the way? If I’m lucky, you might even grow ambitious and eradicate the vampire race. In so doing, you’d become as powerful as any creature in existence.”
“Ambitious… You seem to possess enough ambition for the both of us.”
“I am a lich. Ambition and the lich are synonymous.”
 



Chapter 29 - Sunburn
A battle cry sounded from the direction of the entrance. The tread of heavy footfalls drove it closer to us, forcing me to turn. I saw Leeman running toward us helmetless like a gleeful maniac. “Well done!” he called as he passed us and ran right up to the fallen dragon.
“Humans are a peculiar species no matter where they’re from,” Shamash stated.
I didn’t contradict him.
Our group gathered before the fallen dragon where Leeman was already poking it with his sword.
“What is it?” Travis said as he watched him.
The Metal Dragon had died with its jaw wedged open. With a sudden shift of his weight, Leeman’s sword-aura intensified as he swung it down from over his shoulder. A single fang the size of my arm was cleaved cleanly at its base and fell to the ground. Stooping to pick it up, Leeman answered Travis by throwing him the fang.
“That’s pure Metal in its most refined state,” the tank of a man said. “This monster’s corpse is worth more than a mountain of gold.” He seemed to remember something and stiffened to face me. Bowing, he said, “This kill is yours. If you are willing to share in this fortune, the Illuminated Cathedral would be happy to pay you handsomely.”
“Of course,” I replied. I planned on taking an arm or its head, but there were tons of the precious material. If it could help buy us some goodwill with the largest human settlement in the Underworld, how could I possibly pass up this chance? “We’ll take a small portion for ourselves and the rest is yours. I’d rather you accept it as a gift than receive payment.”
Leeman and Amilia’s eyes met. They knew what I was doing. It wasn’t the first time I’d told them my intentions of developing a relationship with their people, even if it had to be limited because of the Head Mistress’s watchful eye.
“We will discuss it with the council,” Amilia said. “I’m afraid the decision will be theirs, and they’ll most likely insist on paying you so as not to owe you anything.”
I let her see the appreciation written across my face. “I understand. Telling them should be enough to make my intentions clear.”
“What will you do now?” Travis said, flipping the fang up into the air.
“We will inform our people,” Leeman replied. “It’s our duty to try to dissuade you from obtaining any alignment other than Light, but we understand the need. I also can’t deny having you here while you’re unlocking your First will buy us time to return and bring people to help.”
“Do you have to inform them about us?”
“That too is our duty.”
I interrupted. “What is the chance of them sending a war party to capture us?”
“I promise you that will not happen.”
“Will they stand by your promise?”
“Yes,” Amilia cut in.
“We can’t promise him that,” Leeman argued.
“Yes, we can.”
He stared at her blankly for a moment, then understanding registered. “You plan on telling the Protestants?”
“I do.”
I couldn’t say that I understood their politics, but seeing Leeman silent as he considered her words, it was clear that doing what she said was no small matter. “We’ll be disciplined.”
“We?”
“Do you think I’ll let you take this burden on your own?”
A wave of emotion washed over her. “Thank you.”
“That settles it,” Leeman said, smashing his armored mitts together with a loud clang.
“Wait. I’ve changed my mind,” I said, smirking at the two of them. “I want payment for the Metal Dragon’s corpse, and I will only deal if the two of you are present.”
Seeing their initial shock turn to gratitude was enjoyable. It probably wouldn’t get them entirely out of trouble, but it wouldn’t hurt.
 
***
 
They left a few hours later after they’d gathered most of the dragon’s fangs and claws. It seemed they planned on making a big entrance. I still wasn’t sure anything they said would keep their council from coming after us, but I did believe them when they said they’d be gone for a full week, and Travis might not take that long to unlock Metal. We still had time to decide if we were going to be here when they got back.
The hole I’d burnt into the rock at the base of the stairs that led up to the Metal Vein was so deep that I couldn’t tell how far down it went. My thinking concerning what my Light Magic was capable of had been thoroughly turned on its head. I had to admit that I’d been relying so much on buffing my physical abilities that I’d neglected my offensive magic. I still believed my approach was often the safest, and wisest, but a sufficiently talented low-level mage was capable of killing opponents many times their level. That was just the reality. Elements and Alignments mattered and could even mean the difference between life and death, but there was also a sense where a mage with unlimited mana was capable of just about anything.
Shamash led Travis and me to the top of the stairs. At the top of the platform, it looked as if there had been an explosion and the Vein had been the point of impact. Ripples were formed in the ore-rich ground and all jagged edges had been brought low. Unlike the other veins we’d seen before, this one was perfectly smooth and stood like a giant bar of Metal bullion. Its aura didn’t carry liquified Metal droplets like orbiting planets, but diamond-like shards.
Standing off to the side, the lich eyed Travis who was captivated by the Metal Vein. “You’ve seen what touching an Aether particle will do to a creature whose body was made up of the same element. It will not be so easy for you. Once you touch it, it will attach to your finger like a parasite, or living poison, and try to convert your flesh to Metal Mana. Your body will fight against the process, but there can be no winner. Your body cannot destroy Aether, but it can adapt. It will break down the Aether into smaller parts and, just as water dilutes a drug, it will dilute the Aether with your blood-mana. After it has saturated your entire body, the real struggle begins. Your blood-mana will at first reject it, but with enough time, they will merge, unlocking the Metal element inside you.”
“Once I touch it, will I be able to move?” Travis said without removing his eyes from the vein.
“Yes, but because you have limited experience with mana manipulation, you must rely on the exercises I’ve given you. Sitting or lying down and giving the process your full attention is paramount to speeding up the process. Remember, you must relax your body and mind to receive the Aether and not force it back. If it remains inside of you for too long before you can break it down then you could lose a hand or finger. Elorion will be able to repair it for you, but then you’ll have to start all over.”
“Touch it, then get comfortable and let my body do its thing. Got it.”
“Now prepare yourself and approach when you’re ready. Elorion, watch closely.”
I’d never thought of Travis as someone to act first then worry about the consequences later. When he didn’t hesitate to step forward and unceremoniously reached out to touch an Aether particle, I was caught off guard. It probably shouldn’t have surprised me, for he had been thinking about it for weeks now. I almost didn’t have the time to transform into Light Surgeon, but thankfully it was a True Form and I changed almost instantly.
The life tentacles that were my eyes plunged into Travis’s neck like a mosquito’s stinger, but without the pain or damage to his body. His system became known to me in an instant, and instead of trying to grasp the overall picture, I rushed toward his index finger that was about to come in contact with the Aether.
It was almost as if the Aether leaped to attach itself to him when Travis had gotten close enough. It pressed itself into his skin, pushing the mana and blood out of every blood vessel on the tip of his finger. Like the spears of a shield wall, little spikes of Aether extended out. They were like feelers that were checking if it was safe to move further into its new host.
Even as Travis moved to find a place to sit down, I remained in that state with my mana cords attached to his neck. I could see the barrier he naturally created in his figure by concentrating the mana he possessed to block the spread of the Aether. After he sat down, the barrier began to relax. It took time for him to relax enough so that the barrier wasn’t holding the Aether back. Once that had happened, almost as if the Aether had been waiting for it, its little feelers started working overtime.
The amount of Aether being drawn away with each pump of his blood was so minuscule that I barely noticed it at first. It was like his blood was siphoning water from a pond one drop at a time. No wonder this process took so much time. It sped up after a while, but even then it would be hours before the first step in the unlocking process was complete. I removed my mana cords and returned to my Ascended Human Form.
“Now come,” Shamash said the moment my perceptions had returned.
I followed him to the edge of the flattened hill on which the vein stood and looked back at Travis. We’d left him sitting down and leaning against a smooth outcropping of rocks. His armor would keep him more comfortable than if he were sitting against the rocks alone. Both his helmet and gauntlets were removed and lying at his feet. It was rather cold in this dungeon, which his armor would also help with. I didn’t see anything I could do at the moment to make it easier for him.
“Have you thought of what you will do while you wait?” the lich said.
“Yes,” I replied. “There are numerous things I want to work on at the moment. Too many things.”
“I recommend that you focus everything on advancing your core first. It’s fundamental to your future, and right now it’s nothing but untapped potential. I know you want to advance some of your new Blue Magic and Forms, but they won’t have nearly the impact of being able to refine your mana.”
“Understood.” 
And I did, but my mind was currently still focused on what he’d said before. If I played the long game I could one day rival the Head Mistress and save my friends. The problem was that he said it would take centuries. Did he really think my friends would survive that long without me? Even if they did, if I abandoned them that long, once I returned, wouldn’t they think I was as much of a monster as Lilith?
I sat at the top of the stairs. Queen Degima, my Embar, and three golems were at the base of it guarding the Metal Dragon’s body. They would warn us if anything attacked. If its level was low enough, I wouldn’t even have to bother with it. It was about time I utilized them and let them do the fighting for me.
Shamash had recommended I focus “everything” on advancing my core. His definition of everything had become very clear to me the last couple of days. It wasn’t time to tinker or play it safe. I needed to go all out and finally get some use out of the orb inside of me. Up until now, it had practically been useless. Creating Minor Light Orbs to absorb later was far more effective. The main thing holding me back was Succubi’s Caress. It was nearing its next rank, so that would be an easy first step. But what was the best way to power level it?
An idea came to me. A potentially bad idea. Still, it could possibly work. I cast Tail Equilibrium and my standard spine-linked, skeletal tail shot out from my tailbone. I curled it up beside me and cast my Slime Form on just my tail. It changed to the green, gelatin-like consistency and then I manipulated its shape until it looked like a large bird’s nest. I began by filling it with every Light Orb I owned. It ended up being 47 Minor ones and 17 Intermediate. When they were stacked there, I channeled more mana into my tail and concentrated on creating more slime so that it filled in the gaps and eventually enclosed the orbs all together and seeped into every crack between them. Succubi’s Caress worked better when I had a larger surface area to deal with. Doing it this way would allow me full contact with all of them at once. Here goes nothing.
I felt the surge of mana almost immediately, but with so many orbs, it should have been more. They were just too small to get much of a draw from each individual orb. Succubi’s Caress had no mana cost. That didn’t mean it should be impossible to increase the force by empowering the ability with mana. It wasn’t something I was comfortable doing on the orb inside me, but the ones resting inside my Slime-tail were a different story.
Everything… I prepared 1,000,000 MP, took a deep breath, and funneled it into Succubi’s Caress. There seemed to be a moment of delay, and then it was as if I’d been on a rollercoaster going up a steep incline and had suddenly plunged off the edge. Succubi’s Caress wasn’t able to refine mana yet because of its low rank, so instead, it filled me like a balloon with boiling water. In less than a second, I felt like I was going to explode from the inside.
I cut off my mana with only 247,000 MP spent and jumped to my feet like I’d been bitten on the tush by a pit viper. It wasn’t a spell that rushed through my arms and out my palms, but excess mana. The pressure driving it out of me made the Light Mana flow like dual fire hydrants. It only took a few seconds to stabilize my internal mana, and the outpouring ceased. The damage was already done.
Queen Degima who’d been at the base of the stairs had hit the floor like I’d been aiming at her. My Embar had had even worse of a fright. It had flown like an animal possessed toward the side of the room and plowed into the wall, creating a large crevasse in hopes of escape.
“Sorry!” I called out. As if betraying me, a puff of Light Mana escaped from my palms like a burp after a satisfying meal.
“Are we under attack?!” Travis called from behind me.
I turned and shook my head. His eyes had been aware momentarily, but he nodded his head and began to refocus.
“You need to be careful,” Shamash responded.
I looked at him like I’d been smacked by an old lady and didn’t know what I’d done wrong. Who was the one telling me to give it everything? I glared at him momentarily but stopped after realizing he was bound to glare back. The creepy feeling his gaze gave me was enough to keep my complaints to myself.
It hadn’t been a total disaster. Pulling up my popup, I saw that Succubi’s Caress had finally ranked up.
 



Chapter 30 – Advancing
Intermediate Succubi’s Caress nearly doubled the amount of mana I could leech from my core, making it much more useful in the middle of a fight. It was still many times slower than using Vampire’s Might to just absorb an entire orb though. I was still at least a rank away from the ability’s true potential, leeching Refined Mana. Once my mana was refined, or condensed, it would replace the mana inside my body and greatly multiply the amount of mana I possessed. I wasn’t sure yet how long it would take to fully replace all of the mana in my body with the condensed mana, but once I did, I’d have access to many times the MP that I currently possessed. As I used it up, I’d have to refine more, but it would give me an advantage when facing higher level monsters like the vampires.
Succubi’s Caress wasn’t the only thing holding me back. My Intermediate Core didn’t compress mana to a liquified state. It only stored more MP than a Minor Core did.
As Shamash had recommended, I threw all of my focus into advancing my core. That included power leveling Vampire’s Might, Core Creation, and Succubi’s Caress. The next four days became a blur. 
Vampire’s Might had reached its Advanced Rank before I’d even begun, but there was no way I was going to stop there. Advanced had unlocked the ability for me to absorb orbs from foreign alignments. Instead of turning to my stash of Fire and Dark Orbs, I took the opportunity to try to create orbs of different elements.
I began by trying to create a Minor Fire Orb. It was the school of magic that I was the most familiar with other than Light. Converting my mana from Light to Fire was easy enough. It was even easier when transformed into my Crimson Incubus Form. The process after that was identical to creating a Minor Light Orb. So much so that I skipped creating a Minor Orb all together and went straight to Intermediate.
Core Creation leveled quickly once I was making different elemental orbs. It neared the Advanced Rank by the end of the first day. I’d expected Vampire’s Might to gain bonus experience from draining different elemental orbs because it was the spell’s new ability at the Advanced rank, and it didn’t disappoint, but Succubi’s Caress surprised me by leveling quickly as well when drawing from different elemental orbs.
I first focused on creating Intermediate Fire Orbs, then drained their mana storage with Succubi’s Caress, and finally used Vampire’s Might to deconstruct them and absorb what was left. It wasn’t exactly the same process as what happened in my core when I cycled my own mana through it and then drew mana from it with Succubi’s Caress, but it created a power leveling loop that only required me to change to other elements once my abilities no longer seemed to be gaining experience quickly with Minor and Intermediate Orbs.
Ice was the second element I worked on, then I moved to Water, Earth, Metal, and Magma. Only when I’d exhausted them did I try creating Dark Orbs. They cost me ten times the MP as a Light Orb, but the process also helped me advance my Dark Magic faster. And by faster, that meant Shadow Bolt reached level 7. It was far slower than any other thing I’d tried to level besides my Master Light Magic. I’d also already absorbed several Advanced Dark Orbs with Vampire’s Might, so I doubted it would get as much benefit as my other two abilities.
Early in the morning of the second day, I ran into a bottleneck. My Core Creation spell was stuck at level 99 of the Intermediate rank. The only thing I hadn’t tried was creating an Advanced Orb. When I’d first created an Intermediate Orb, I’d tightened the threads of mana when spiraling, forcing them to fit firmer against the core’s border. I had my theories on how to create an Advanced Orb—I was pretty sure I’d figured it out. The only other way I could think to wind a spiral tighter was to start in the middle and work my way out instead of starting on the outside.
Activating Core Creation, I pulled on my Light Mana’s thread and went against the spell’s innate directions. As if holding the end of the thread with magic fingers, I held it tight and began moving my gathered mana around it. I wound it as tight as I could while keeping the spiral from spinning out of control. It took more effort than creating an Intermediate or Minor Orb ever had, even when I’d just started out. That was the difference between orb ranks. The spell guided me in the creation of a Minor Orb, but from there I had to figure out the rest. I could’ve asked Shamash. Trying out my theory would cost me little though, and if I figured it out, I was sure I’d gain greater experience through the process than if I’d had someone else help me.
When I reached my orb’s outer border, I wasn’t exactly sure where to stop. It was a guessing game, but at least I’d absorbed Advanced Dark Orbs often enough to make an educated guess. After the spiral had reached its vaguely appropriate size, I let the spell take over and it began to form the storage compartments on the top and bottom of the orb. After a few minutes, my first Advanced Light Orb was completed. 
Core Creation has reached the Advanced Rank!
 
It wasn’t perfect. I could see the orb’s flaws and it cost me more MP than it should have because of them, but now that I had a starting point, all I had to do was work out where I’d gone wrong.
 
***
 
“That should be sufficient,” Shamash said.
It had been a few days since he’d approached, so hearing him startled me. “What?”
“It’s time you create your Master Core. Your friend is about a day away from merging with Metal. If you work fast you’ll have enough time to get Metal Dragon Form to its Adolescent Rank.”
Was he crazy? It had been four days since I started, and I’d only just created my first Master Orb a few hours ago. I’d made what, five of them altogether? Master Core Creation, Level 1 didn’t make the process easier either. Now he wanted me to try to do it inside my body and without looking? So, of course, I agreed…
The lich saw my apprehension. “It helps if you form a condensed mana halo around the area where you’re going to form your core. Then while you spin your thread you can keep your mana spinning along the same path and you won’t have to focus on that part of the process as much.”
Seriously? That—might work. Maybe I should have asked for his advice instead of trying to figure it out all by myself. It had taken me a day, but I’d even figured out how to create a Master Orb on my own without ever seeing one. The key was compressing my mana before I’d even begun the spiraling process.
I nodded to him many seconds later. There was one other step that came before I could start. I located my Intermediate Light Core immediately, for I was still churning my mana around it like a miniature hurricane.
I hadn’t upgraded my orb yet because doing so wouldn’t provide me any solid benefit. As if turning a key with my mind, Vampire’s Might activated inside of me. The threads of Light Mana that it pulled from my Core were absorbed by my body immediately. In moments, the orb that had been lodged there for days was gone.
The mana I’d gained from it wasn’t much, but I gathered it with my body’s mana and began to compress it in the open space where my core had been. Even using all my might, I couldn’t compress mana through Mana Manipulation into a liquid state, but I could draw it together in its gaseous state and remove any trace mana from other alignments. It became dense enough that the space where my core had existed remained open. Only after I’d gathered enough did I begin creating more room. I didn’t need much, for a Master Orb was even smaller than a Minor one, but if I was going to utilize a halo or a small mana track as Shamash had suggested, then I needed extra room.
My sense of my internal self had grown just from the constant spinning of mana around my old core. Instead of using my already gathered Mana, I summoned more to create the loop. Compressing it first, I began by letting it skirt around the ball-shaped compressed mana I’d already prepared. Like a satellite, it encircled the ball, slowly creating more physical space in my gut to work with. When it had reached a size I felt comfortable with, I began to stretch the satellite out until it created a loop. The loop grew until its orbit was the size of the compressed mana ball in its center. It was then that I knew I was ready.
I pulled extra mana through Advanced Vampire’s Might from the numerous Minor Light Orbs I had engulfed in my Slime-Tail. The creation of a Master Core took more mana than I possessed even with Master Mind Buff, so this step was essential.
Here we go. I cast Master Core Creation.
The compressed thread shone metallic with its own internal light. The first part was the most difficult. I held on to its end just as I would with an Advanced Orb. The compressed mana I’d gathered began to spin in a slow orbit with my guidance, but I kept it tighter than the loop I’d created, not letting it join its orbit. I drew the internal spiral as tight as I could, making sure that I wasn’t a nanometer off if possible. After the internal core was complete, my compressed ball of mana joined with my mana loop. The trick had been to not let my ball of mana reach the loop’s orbit too quickly. Once they’d joined together, it spun with machine precision. As my Core grew, the ball of mana shrunk. The moment it was spent, I flooded the spiral with mana. It took over and filled in the rest of its form without any direction from me.
I felt the tug of my newly established Master Core and absorbed more Minor Light Orbs to fill it to capacity. When it was finally completed, the orb inside of me was a little smaller than a marble and contained 4,000,000 MP. Even without using it to refine my mana, the maximum mana available to me had nearly doubled. Succubi’s Caress wasn’t strong enough to give me instant access to all of it, but it had reached its Master Rank even before Core Creation had and should now be capable of exactly what I needed it for.
Drawing from my Master Light Core for the first time, there was a resistance that I’d never felt before. Normally, I’d feel mana filling me immediately even if it wasn’t as big of a surge as I’d get from Vampire’s Might. Drawing from the Master Orb took effort. It wasn’t exactly exhausting, but it took focus. I supplied it with a small amount of mana, and only then did the process ease. Figuring out how much excess mana I’d need to be as efficient as possible was something I’d have to work out. Just over a minute later, I pulled the first drop of refined mana from my core.
Checking my maximum mana, I saw that it had gone up by 1,007 MP. It had been a complete success. Thankfully, I found out that the process sped up after the first drop was pulled. Still, I could only manage about two drops per minute, and I had no idea how many drops I could hold.
“Congratulations,” Shamash said from over my shoulder.
I was still sitting on the top of the stairs, which I found more comfortable than sitting Indian style. “It takes so much effort,” I replied.
“At first, but that is just because a core isn’t natural to you. It will become easier with time.”
“How many Refined Mana drops can I hold?”
 “That depends on your Intelligence stat. As it improves, your body will become better at storing mana, which is obvious enough with your normal mana, but the same principle applies here. And remember that every drop of Refined Mana will take up some of the space where your mana is normally stored. When casting a spell, try not to tap into your Refined Mana unless you have to. You now know that it will take you time to collect enough drops to make use of its full potential.”
I understood what he meant. At this rate, it would take a little more than eight hours to collect 1,000 drops. That 1,000 drops would be worth 1,007,000 MP though. It wasn’t hard to see that with enough refinement my maximum MP would skyrocket. Managing it was even more important than before because it would take me days, maybe weeks, to replenish it. I could only imagine what I could do with 10,000,000 MP—perhaps even more.
“Now it’s time that you begin working on other things while continuing to refine your mana through your core. It will be good practice for the coming battles.” Shamash left me to it.
 



Chapter 31 – Trust…
The mobs that had been entering the recently cleared Metal Dungeon didn’t seem interested in attacking us. Just as the Illuminated Cathedral had periodically sent people to mine by the entrance, these creatures also seemed to be used to doing the same. They hadn’t dared challenge the Adolescent Metal Dragon, and they wouldn’t challenge the creatures that had been powerful enough to turn it into a corpse.
That wasn’t to say that Queen Degima and my Embar let them be. My golems were content to sit back and wait, but they weren’t as willful as the other two. My Embar only charged when it got bored. Other times it lay down and seemed to care less about the lesser monsters. Degima was different.
Even though I’d insisted that she was free to do as she wished, she’d stuck closely to the original rules I’d set down as law when she’d still been our enemy. Now that I’d asked her to watch our backs, she took to it like a woman possessed. She’d wait for any groups of mobs to gather and grow comfortable first. She stalked toward them slowly, trying not to alert them before she was about an eighth of a mile away. Launching a spear at them, she charged before it had even reached its destination. She approached them as a wise hunter and systematically disposed of all but the strongest prey. Any enemy over level 1,500 seemed to irritate my undead Embar. Degima would first wait for it to attack, then join in the fight afterward.
I watched as a Fire Aura pushed past the physical barrier of her spear as she gutted a Were-swine. Even though her mana and the mana of her weapon were the same, the principles Leeman had taught us applied to her as well. She’d been listening? How much did she now understand?
Transforming into a Hatchling Metal Dragon was a strange mix between embarrassing and incredible. I shifted into the form of a man-sized lizard. Because tin was the only metal available to me during the first 50 levels, I was quite literally a mobile tin can. In all seriousness, I was tougher than a tin can because I wasn’t hollow, and my body was much thicker than that. If I wasn’t careful though, I could scratch up my belly just by dragging it against the rough ground. Even though there was a Strength and Constitution buff while using the form, I had already decided I wouldn’t use it until it had at least reached the next rank—maybe even the one after that.
The form still had a lot of promise, so I kept at it. Even if it was one of my more expensive forms, it wasn’t unmanageable. I was able to cast it with a bit of extra mana to speed the leveling process while continuing to refine mana.
Before I had reached level 50, I heard Travis stir. I turned from my seat at the top of the stairs to see him open his eyes. He blinked several times then began to take in his surroundings. He saw me as I approached and stretched his arms before getting up. He was standing when I reached him. I could see no visible difference.
“How do you feel?” I said.
“I don’t know how to explain it,” he replied. “It’s like being nauseous except it doesn’t hurt…”
“Well done,” Shamash said, floating over to us quickly. “This sub-element is trickier than I remembered, but you bore with it. Study the skill-tree but remember that Mana Manipulation allows you many more options than the obvious. You’ll need to advance multiple spells to grow Metal in Rank, but unique uses of magic can also help you advance. These unique uses will be essential if you want to apply your magic fully to your natural melee-centric talents.”
Hitting Travis solidly on the shoulder armor, I forced him back a step. He was confused until he saw the look I was giving him. “Show me what you got.”
With his list of available spells in front of him, he responded by casting. The skin of his face began turning grey. A few seconds later, he was the same color as my Hatchling Metal Dragon.
He gave me a tin wink. “Oh, and for more mana…” His tin skin began to warm and darken until he was the color of copper wire. There was a sheen to his flesh that caught the light.
He dropped the spell a moment later, his attention having been stolen by whatever he was reading. He held up his armorless hand and cast a different spell. It bypassed tin and copper as his fingers joined together and extended into one long spike of bronze.
“Not bad,” I said. He was already capable of manipulating three different metals as opposed to my one.
“There’s one more.”
Holding out his hand, palm out, he began to cast. The spell delay was understandable, but it wasn’t as bad as it had been when the rest of us had first entered the Underworld. He already had 1,000 Intelligence and Wisdom after all. A spike of bronze began to form above his palm over a few seconds. It was little more than the size of my index finger. As soon as it had taken shape, it shot forward. Its momentum slowed within six feet and it fell. It made it twenty feet before it hit the ground, but it would only cause damage to something close up.
I heard Travis cringe as much as saw him. He was disappointed, but I reminded him it was only level one and would still do a job on most creature’s weak spots.
“It’s time to start thinking about whether you’re going to stay here and wait for the other humans, or leave,” Shamash said, dumping a bucket of water on Travis’s party. “Leaving one or two of your golems would be enough to guard the Metal Dragon’s body so that you can keep your word about protecting it for them.”
“Is there any chance that the human council won’t decide to take us into custody?” I replied.
“I don’t know,” the lich admitted. “I haven’t been privy to human nature long enough to dare to make a guess. I suspect different cultures could make your people act differently. Being human, you’d know better than I would.”
“I trust Leeman and Amilia,” Travis replied.
“So do I,” I said with a sigh. “It's not them I’m worried about.”
“If there is any chance, why stay?” Shamash said, resting his glare upon me.
“It could give the others a chance to go home.”
Travis nodded in agreement, but his eyes didn’t meet mine. He knew what coming with me would mean. He’d have to become stronger, which would mean being unable to return to the surface world. I’d already made peace with having to stay here. If possible, I needed to find a way to leave him behind. Not because I wanted to lose his company, but because he was my friend and it was the right thing to do—even if he despised me for it.
“We wait for them,” I said, making up my mind.
“Then both of you, get busy,” the lich commanded. “Elorion, you know what to do, but be ready to heal your friend in case mana sickness kicks in. Metal dog,” he said, turning to Travis, “I’m going to work with you. We need to get you to Intermediate Metal Magic as soon as possible, and if you just try this and that, it will take you a month or more. With my help, two days might be enough.”
Travis had spent enough time with Shamash to grow comfortable around him but rarely had he had more than a short conversation with the lich. Now that he was facing a couple of days with him, he didn’t know how to respond and just stood there momentarily blinking.
“You got this,” I said.
He opened his mouth in a half-grin as if to laugh, but nothing came out. As he followed Shamash, he turned back to me like a fearful pup.
Somehow I managed not to laugh.
 



Chapter 32 – Pretty Please
I felt Leeman and Amilia’s return long before they arrived. There were close to a dozen people with them if I counted correctly. Sensing Light Magic from a distance was as easy as I’d always been told. Perhaps it was even easier for me because I was a Light Mage, but I couldn’t be too sure. It was also just as likely that the reason I could pinpoint them so easily was that Light Magic was so rare in the Underworld. It might even be simpler than that. It could be considered good etiquette by the people of the Illuminated Cathedral to reveal themselves when they were going to be arriving soon.
Cutting my mana to my Metal Dragon Form, I began to shrink in size before resembling a human once again. The Form had ranked up from Hatchling to Yearling just this morning—eight days since our friends had left. I’d been channeling excess mana to it so that it would level faster. In its Yearling Rank, the form was little bigger than I was. It had some good progress, but I still had no idea how many ranks I had to go to reach Adolescent.
Metal Dragon Form
Rank: Yearling
Level: 6
Cost: 200,000 Mana Per Minute (20,000 with buffs)
Strength: +75%, +1,000
Constitution: +75%, +1,000
Special Abilities: Metal Body, Magnetism, Weapon Formation 
Metal Body: Your body is now made out of metal. You’re able to manipulate the kind of metal as you progress.
Metals Available: Tin, Copper, Bronze
Tin Properties: Resists Corrosion, Lightning, and Heat. Weak against hotter and colder temperatures. Lowest physical resistance available to Metal Dragons. It is the foundation for many alloys available at higher Ranks.
Copper
Properties: Resists Corrosion, and extreme Lightning, and Heat Damage. Low physical resistance. It is the foundation for many alloys available at higher Ranks.
Bronze
Properties: Resists Corrosion, and lesser Lightning, and Heat Damage. Good physical resistance. Unable to cause sparks.
Magnetism: Depending on Metals Available, you’re able to manipulate their magnetic force—attracting objects affected by magnets toward you or repelling them.
Weapon Formation: You’re able to manipulate your Metal at the cost of Mana to form weapons in any shape and on any part of your body.
Next Level:
Next Metal obtained at level 50
 
In its first Hatchling Rank, the form’s mana cost had gone down to 10,000 MPM with buffs. But now that it has reached the Yearling Rank, it had gone up to 20,000 MPM again. It was the first of my forms to have done that. It had also gained an extra 1,000 to Strength and Constitution, so it wasn’t without benefits. The biggest positive had been gaining access to more Metals. I’d received Copper at Hatchling Rank Level 50 and Bronze when it had ranked up. A Bronze Body was the first one that I felt comfortable enough with to use in a fight.
Because of the distinct Metals the Form offered, it made me wonder what the Adolescent Metal Dragon was actually made of. It didn’t seem to be any specific metal I knew of, but something unique. The entire dungeon was made up of this same substance. If the Illuminated Cathedral chose it above common metals like Bronze and Steel, it certainly was something worth looking into. 
I descended the stairs from the overlook that held the Metal Vein with Travis at my side. He’d been practicing Metal while in his Werewolf Form, but his control was now strong enough that he could return to his human form at will. He was still a good 20 levels from reaching the Intermediate Rank with his new school of magic, but in two days he’d come a long way from casting the school’s three basic spells.
He put a gauntlet on his right hand to protect it while wielding his spear. His left hand he left bare so that he could manipulate it with Metal if the need arose. It made as good a shield as a weapon when he cast it.
I remained in my now normal Ascended Human Form. I was still keeping Master Mind Buff active constantly. My skeletal armor was the only thing I wore. My bonus-giving Light scepter was enveloped inside of it, so I continued to get its buffs. I cast Rog Form over the outside of my armor and hardened it to make my skeletal armor look less imposing. We had our helmets off for the same reason.
Standing in front of the hill-sized Metal Dragon’s corpse, we lined up and waited for them to come. Travis was on my right and Shamash was on my left. Queen Degima stood next to the lich and my Embar towered over Travis on the other side. I had my three golems fill in behind us.
Shamash had offered to change to his human form, but we ended up agreeing that even a hint of deception was probably worse than him remaining as he was. Leeman and Amilia had likely reported that he was with us anyways. Disguising him now would just bring unnecessary attention to him and could work against us.
The company from the Illuminated Cathedral entered the cavern through the same entrance we had. It was approximately a mile away on the other end of the dungeon. Even at that distance, I could see the immense Light Aura the person leading the company was giving off. He was like a bonfire in the dark of night.
I had a decision to make. Using Creature Observation on each of the dozen or so humans when they drew near would give me a better idea of what we were dealing with. It would also give the Head Mistress more information on enemies of hers, but our possible allies. As much as it pained me to hold back, I didn’t cast it when they came into range. If they became hostile, I’d have a small window to cast it, but if they were friendly, I’d try to feed Lilith as little information as possible.
The leader of the troop wore the same Metal Armor that Leeman and Amilia did, except there was a sleeveless white robe with blue trim draped over it that reached down to his feet. He looked like a warrior priest. His face was long—longer than Amilia’s—with sharp slits for eyes and a strong brow that emphasized his glare.
I was pleased to see Leeman and Amilia walking with him. Those that followed behind them had their helmets equipped. I’d withhold my judgment for now even if the show of strength was obvious.
“You must be Elorion,” the leader said, voice void of any accent, stopping just within talking distance. He must have communicated with people on the surface often to sound so modern. “I am Bishop Mather.” He bowed his head as he introduced himself, but his eyes never left me.
“Welcome, Bishop,” I replied, shifting to the side to present the Metal Dragon’s corpse. “I believe this is why you’re here.”
“Yes. Yes. We will get to business soon enough. That is not why I’ve personally come.”
I did my best not to show any signs of apprehension. I swallowed slowly, hoping it wasn’t obvious that I was trying to hide it.
“I’m here to see if what was reported was true.” He narrowed his eyes. “Have you unlocked the Solar True Form?”
I nodded, not in response, but to prepare them for what I was about to do. Holding out my arms, I drew back my skeletal armor and Rog Form, leaving them bare. I watched the bishop and saw his posture change. So he really was interested…
The flesh of my arms transformed before their eyes. The glimmer of light challenged the brightness of the bishop’s aura. Almost universally, the soldiers behind the bishop and my friends took a step back.
Leeman let out a chuckle. “Is it not as we said?”
“Quite,” the bishop spat. He held his hand by his chest and his fingers danced as if he wanted to reach out and touch me. “And the Life True Form?”
Just as with Solar Mage, I directed my mana so my mind wouldn’t undergo the transformation and my Master Mind Buff would remain. The particles of light that made up my flesh condensed in an instant and were suddenly changed. The milky white of Life Surgeon and my threads shot from my hands.
Stumbling forward, the bishop caught himself. “It is true. An Undefiled with two True Forms.” Forgetting any semblance of manners, he nearly tore his gauntlet from his hand and walked forward to touch the end of one of my threads. I willed myself not to intrude into his system. If I’d wanted him dead, now was my chance. It passed a few seconds later as he came back to his senses. I returned to my Ascended Human Form.
Leeman didn’t hide his smirk, but Amilia did a better job of hiding hers.
“How can this be…?” the bishop said. “I saw the Solar True Form when I was a child. Once. Bishop Winthrop died soon after. He was one of the last elders alive that had survived the Dimming Light.” He saw my confusion and, with a squint of his eye, explained. “It is what we call the Illuminated Cathedral’s collapse.”
“He lived a thousand years?” Travis blurted out.
“Nine hundred and twenty. That was over eighty years ago.”
I glanced at Travis with Mana Sight at full power, seeing his amazement. I was just as excited but quickly turned back to keep my eyes on the bishop and his men.
“You must return with us,” the bishop said bluntly. “We can study this magic, together. You can help bring about a new age of enlightenment for the Illuminated Cathedral—”
“For everyone in the Illuminated Cathedral?” A voice rose up from behind the soldiers. Making his way through their midst as they parted for him, a person I hadn’t noticed joined us. He wasn’t blonde and long-faced, but stocky and homely looking. There was a brown mat of hair on his head and the wrinkles by his eyes and mouth made it clear he was most comfortable smiling.
“Oh, please. Of course I mean for all,” Bishop Mather said, chewing his lip. “Elorion, this is Pastor Whitfield. He is a Protestant leader and member of the council. I’m sure he’s here to help and not just hinder our mission.”
“I’m sure he is too,” Whitfield said, stepping past the bishop to offer me his hand. Instead of wearing the thick Metal Armor, he wore a faded green shirt over matching pants. I would have thought they were junk except for the strong glow of Nature Mana coming from them. “When I heard what you’ve gone through, I had to come.”
I looked between the two men, taking in the bishop’s annoyance. It wasn’t hostility I sensed, but they were obviously political opponents. It was just as Leeman and Amilia had planned. Whether Pastor Whitfield just wanted to keep the Catholics in check, or he believed we should be free to make our own decision, it was too soon to tell. Either way, befriending him could be the best path forward. Leaving here without a fight and with the beginning stages of an alliance would be nice. I shook his hand.
Whitfield took my hand firmly, then held me there. “The bishop is right. Come with us and we will find a way to remove your magic chains. We will not stop there. You have my word that I will do everything in my power to help you get your fiancé back.”
I pulled my hand back and he released it. “Do you have the power to enter the Succubi city and secure her safety?”
“I don’t.”
“Then I can’t go with you.”
He spun on his heels and addressed the bishop. “And there you have it. He can’t go with us.”
“Enough nonsense,” the bishop said, raising his voice.
“Exactly!” Whitfield thundered with a force that shook me and everyone there. It wasn’t the force of magic, but of a master speaker with the strength only someone that had grown up in the Underworld could possess. It seemed the bishop wasn’t willing to challenge Whitfield to a shouting match. “We already heard the boy’s reasoning before we even arrived. Outside of forcing our will, what could we possibly offer him to change his mind? Instead of seeking to recruit him, we should be seeking to help. Is his cause not just?”
“You know that I believe it is, as does the entire council, but you know the true reason for our concern. He goes to the vampires. If they learn that a human has infiltrated their domain, they will be forced to assume that we’ve returned and grown strong enough to scout their domain. They’ll come looking for evidence and with them actively looking it will be impossible to remain concealed.”
“Then help him.”
No longer retreating, the bishop stepped forward and looked down at the shorter pastor. “Help him wipe out a million human lives?”
Whitfield softened his voice and offered the bishop a hint of a smile. “Help him remind the Dark why it should fear the Light above all else.”
Bishop Mather was suddenly quiet. I took his silence as a good thing, but I still wanted to inform them that I didn’t plan on announcing my presence to the vampires. Even if I choose to take the long path, it would be one that tied hand in hand with stealth.
“To reach Grandmaster would take him years,” he finally said. “He doesn’t have the time nor patience for that.”
“Help him,” Whitfield said simply.
“I’ll do what I can.” Turning to me, the bishop looked to my side. “Master Lich.”
Shamash straightened himself in response.
Mather continued, “I wish to test your pupil and instruct him in the ways of the Light. Do you approve?”
The lich began to make the closest thing I’d ever heard him make to a belly laugh. “The Disciples of the Light now deal with the Lich?”
“Deal? No. We know that you’re a husk of ravenous greed. And without the Lich’s help, the Illuminated Cathedral never would have fallen. But we also recognize your strict adherence to your word. We—I—know the advantage that Elorion has with you at his side. That I respect. Will you agree with me instructing your pupil?”
There was a momentary pulse of power as Shamash revealed his true form. A clamor of feet sounded as the soldiers stepped back. Bishop Mather and Pastor Whitfield both took defensive stances. 
Shamash answered, “I’d have it no other way.” 
 



Chapter 33 – Brothers
Bishop Mather requested that I follow him up the stairs to the Metal Vein’s overlook so that we wouldn’t be disturbed. I was jealous of Travis who got to speak with Leeman and Amilia as soon as the uncomfortable greeting ended. Instead of getting to do the same, I followed the robed Bishop. As if to rub it in, there was already laughter as I began the short climb.
Making it to the top, I followed Mather a bit further until the ledge of the overlook hid us from the view of those below. I focused Mana Sight to full strength just in case.
Without turning around, the Bishop addressed me. His oversized gauntlets were wrapped around his back as he stood at ease—more like a soldier than a priest. “You are of the Master Rank, correct?”
“Right,” I replied.
He turned his head to the side so that I could see him nod. “To Master Light Magic, one must fully explore what it is capable of, and push it to the very limit. This you have done. To reach the Grandmaster rank, you must fully explore how Light Magic is affected in the magical and physical realms. What level have you achieved?”
“It’s level 14.”
He slowly spun to face me as if there was no reason to rush. “The first 50 levels will come easily enough with hard work. Experimentation and common curiosity will guide you. Pushing past them and up to level 80 takes much more precision, and noticing the subtleties between elements, not just in direct relation to Light Magic. That is key.”
“You teach other schools of magic?”
“Does that surprise you? How are we to combat other alignments if we don’t study them? That is not the same as practicing other magics. To get past level 80, it is necessary to delve even deeper. Without guidance—for some—further progress is impossible. We do not have time to give you a proper education, though your lich will be sufficient for helping you with elemental nuances. What I can give you is the knowledge of where your progression is likely to slow, or completely come to a halt, and what you’ll need to do to break through. Sometimes knowing is not enough, but it’s all that time will allow.”
He watched me closely as I took in all that he said. Of course, I wanted to hear what he was offering, but my enthusiasm was tame because I wasn’t sure what he’d want in return. “Why teach me? What’s in it for you?”
“Is not receiving the information enough? If you aren’t going to return with us, then why would I be candid with my reasoning?”
“What is it going to cost me?”
His gaze pierced into me as he tilted back his head, but then all animosity faded from him with an exhaled breath. “I shouldn’t fault you for your distrust—as vexing as it is. What it will cost? It will cost me the divulgence of secrets that even our most talented pupils are not privy to until they’ve provided years of service and demonstrated their character. I’m offering you wisdom that you’ve not earned, and that your practice of tainted magic would normally disqualify you from. What will it cost you? Nothing. It will cost me my better judgment and the straining of my conscience.”
“Then why?”
“Because I listened to a Protestant fool.”
“There’s no denying that,” replied Pastor Whitfield. 
I turned to see him scaling three stairs at a time to join us.
Whitfield snickered. “I’d also add that the Bishop is a more generous man than he lets on.”
“Brother,” Mather said, not hiding his venom.
“He means that legally. Theologically we both believe the other is going to hell, but, since I married his sister, the relational term slips sometimes.” He gave me a smooth wink to encourage me to play along.
“Is that why you’re here? To try to convert us?”
“Sadly, not at the moment. But it does seem that you need my help.” Whitfield placed his hand on my shoulder and gave his brother-in-law a pitiful look. “What the bishop is trying to say is that we hope that if we help you, you’ll one day return and join us. Take it as a show of good faith.”
Bishop Mather didn’t respond right away, but a few moments later, he nodded his head in agreement. “Even if a Light Mage strolling into the Vampire’s domain is suicide.”
“Oh come now. Elorion isn’t just a Light Mage, is he?”
They were both looking at me.
“I’m also a Blue Mage.”
“Show me,” Whitfield said. “Little Leeman said something about you changing into a giant cat…”
 
***
 
Even if Bishop Mather wasn’t comfortable with Whitfield being there, the arguing stopped, and we started doing something, which I was thankful for. The power surge that came from transforming into Primordial Cat was also helpful with calming my nerves. Seeing them both jump back as I more than quadrupled in mass sent a purr of delight bubbling through my chest.
Just to mess with them, I turned up the heat for less than a second before drawing it back into my body. It was my turn to be surprised when Pastor Whitfield’s skin hardened over in bright orange scales. He approached me despite the increase in heat with his easy smile plastered across his face. I still didn’t know what to make of him.
“Primordial Cat,” he praised. “There’s got to be an interesting story behind this one.”
After changing back, I told them. The Bishop still kept his distance, but he was all ears. Come to find out, Whitfield had been raised in the Illuminated Cathedral. He’d been a promising Light Mage but converted to Protestantism in his early twenties. The nature of magic had nothing to do with his conversion and it was only years later when he learned his second school of magic. Now he had unlocked six and reached the Master Rank in four of them. He teased Mather about keeping the Illuminated Cathedral’s secrets from him but admitted a moment later that it was ultimately a lack of talent that kept him from becoming a Grandmaster Light Mage.
I listened closely as he opened up, but, despite how charismatic the man was, I was careful not to become too empathetic. I was sure that swaying me was his goal, as was just trying to sow a semblance of peace in this tricky situation. When Bishop Mather took over and began to instruct me, I began second-guessing my assessment of the pastor. Had Whitfield joined the conversation for his brother-in-law, or for me? Either way, it benefited me. The pastor had a rogue’s charm. I’d have to keep a look out for a knife at my back.
“To progress past level 50, you’ll need to understand the basics of every major element,” Bishop Mather began as he paced back and forth. “Studying sub-elements will help you see minor distinctions that may not occur to you in studying the major ones, so I’d recommend learning them as well. Your Solar and Life True Forms are a great example of what to look for. Just as Light Magic consists of Life and Light, Ice consists of frozen water and frigid temperatures. Fire burns, but also heats, and glows. Earth is hard and lifeless but contains much potential. Wind is the lightest of elements, but also capable of cutting the hardest rock.” 
“And finally, Dark Magic is the most like Light, but also its opposite. The general elements possess cause and effect. Light and Darkness are the only two schools of magic in which their cause and effect can be mastered together or separately—Darkness and Corruption—Life and Light.”
I felt a nudge and Whitfield spoke close to my ear where only I could hear. “This is his favorite part.”
Coming to a halt, the bishop squared his shoulders while facing me and held me in his gaze. “Do you know why the Illuminated Cathedral only practices Light Magic?”
“It symbolizes purity?” I replied.
“That is true, but that it is only one aspect. We practice Light Magic because its foundation is life. It is the only magic that is inherently good. It cures and gives health. Those creatures that it does harm are inherently evil. The vampires, for instance, exist to leech off other living creatures. As intelligent as they are, they delight in their nature and don’t fight the evil inside themselves. It is the same for other sentient creatures of darkness.
“On the other hand, creatures of the Light aren’t inherently good either, but we are capable of fighting the lust of the flesh, the lust of the eyes, and the pride of life. That’s why the Illuminated Cathedral has chosen to focus solely on Light Magic. In doing so, we cut off much temptation at the root.”
There were a few possible holes in his argument, primarily concerning Light Magic being inherently good because it cures and gives health. Even if all vampires, succubi, and Dark Magic creatures were in actuality evil, Light Magic still naturally caused them suffering and pain, didn’t it? Bringing death was part of its nature. That would be like a Vampire arguing that Dark Magic was inherently good for the same reason. I could also easily use Light Magic to harm other humans… I couldn’t argue at the difference between us and Dark Magic creatures though. So far from my experience, he was right about them delighting in their nature. 
The exception was Zorik. Our imp friend seemed to contradict this, but that might change once he reached level 1,000 and evolved into an Incubus. What was really going on in his heart and head was impossible to know. I wasn’t convinced all Dark Magic creatures were inherently evil though. Not that I couldn’t be wrong, but I just didn’t know. Without more experience, how could I be sure? If it were true though, the bishop’s argument was more reasonable than I’d expected.
“And this is where we will disagree, brother,” Pastor Whitfield said. He stepped forward to stand by the bishop’s side. Surprisingly, Mather didn’t object to him continuing. “I believe, with my Protestant brothers, that the artificial walls we set up for ourselves have no power over temptation. Light Magic can be used for evil just as easily as any other form of magic. I’d even argue it’s even more dangerous because it’s arguably the most powerful school of magic.” Whitfield walked past me to stand at the edge of the overlook and continued, “Life and Corruption are two opposites and are relatively even in the hands of two masters. The other aspects of Light and Dark Magic, Solar and Darkness, are not equal. Solar exposes and Darkness hides. Nothing, or the lack of light, has no defense against the light. And when focused by a true master, Elorion, you have already seen what a True Solar Mage is capable of.” He directed my attention down below.
I walked over and looked down to see the Metal Dragon and the gaping hole Laser had made in its side.
“We want you to join us because you have talent with Light Magic that we haven’t seen in almost a century. I have little doubt you’ll make it to level 80 and beyond, but I can personally attest to the difficulty in progressing beyond it. Listen to what Bishop Mather has to tell you next most of all. It could be the difference between progression and stagnation. In your situation, it could be even more essential. I may seem more hopeful than my brother, but I understand the danger you are walking into as much as he does. I just have more faith in this being a providential meeting.”
 



Chapter 34 – Grandmaster
“The answer to the mystery of grandmastering Light Magic is found in the distinction between Solar and Life,” the bishop said. Holding up one hand, a ball of syrupy Life Magic spun slowly. Holding up his other hand, compressed photons were held together in a single point. His ability to compress his Solar Magic was beyond my own. “Once you can summon both magics separately without using any tricks and while in your Human Form, you will have reached Grandmaster.”
I descended the steps to the overlook as I visualized what he had done—and what he had said. With the help of my True Forms, I could easily pull off summoning pure Life or pure Solar, but in my normal Ascended Human Form, at the most, I could summon Solar at 70% and 30% Life, or just the opposite. Amilia was even more proficient than me. She was able to reach a full 80% in Life or Solar. That was understandable considering she was closer to Grandmastery, but I’d thought having True Forms would give me an advantage. If they did, I was unable to see it.
Leeman and Amilia greeted me at the base of the stairs. Shaking their gauntlets wasn’t exactly practical, and that wasn’t their custom anyway. They healed me one at a time while saying, “Well met.”
I healed them in response and couldn’t help but smile with them as they enjoyed the stamina healing properties of my magic. This unique ability that accompanied my magic was something Bishop Mather had said I’d have to filter out. As beneficial as it was, I needed to learn to Heal with and without it. That alone could keep me from reaching Grandmaster.
The mood of our two friends was better than I’d expected. Leaning in close, I whispered, “Are you to be punished?”
I could hear Mather and Whitfield conversing above, so I wasn’t overly concerned with them hearing me.
Amilia replied with a sly shake of her head. “Providentially no. Lady Whitfield was the elder who took our report.”
“Wait,” I said. “The wife and sister…”
“Exactly that.”
“It couldn’t have gone any better—for us, at least,” Leeman said, sharing Amilia’s glee.
“I’m really glad to hear that,” I replied.
The bishop called from the top of the overlook, “Let us proceed.”
Travis appeared from behind the Metal Dragon wearing one of the Illuminated Cathedral’s Metal Platemail. I blinked a few times seeing him and he just snickered.
Mather and Whitfield joined us a moment later and we all gathered near the dragon’s head. Shamash was there as well.
The Illuminated Cathedral’s troops had left the immediate area and were about a half-mile away near the middle of the dungeon to make sure no monsters interrupted us. My golems, Queen Degima, and Embar were near the entrance, and hogging the random mobs to themselves. That left just the seven of us.
“To defeat the Adolescent Metal Dragon is a great achievement,” Bishop Mather began. “Such a large amount of pure Metal is a great fortune for any nation. Amilia and Leeman revealed that you originally wanted to give it to us so that your intention to befriend us would be clear. It was only when you learned that they might be punished that you changed your mind…”
I looked to Leeman and then Amilia, startled that they’d revealed so much. They both kept their gaze forward and didn’t react. Did this mean that what they’d said minutes before about not being in trouble wasn’t true? Why lie? Meeting the bishop’s glare, I fell under the weight of his professor-like scrutiny.
He continued, “It is because of this—that you treated them as if they were your own people even after they attacked you—that the Illuminated Cathedral has decided to give you our full trust. I have not personally been able to witness your character, but there is no denying that you intend to save your people, and that it’s not just some excuse. Therefore, we will purchase the majority of the Metal Dragon’s corpse from you for a fair price.”
Pulling something out of his Inventory, he held it up between his thumb and index finger. It was a see-through crystal that possessed a blue glow and was about the size of an egg, a perfectly round one.
I looked to Shamash, who seemed to have frozen. If it could affect a lich in such a way…
“This is an Immaculate Light Magic Focal Crystal,” Mather said. “One of the few left in our possession. During the Illuminated Cathedral’s pinnacle, there were enough grandmasters alive who were peak craftsmen to create such wonders in mass. It is delicate and shouldn’t be used for common spells, but if your life is in danger and you find yourself facing an impossible opponent, using it with all the mana you can channel for one massive spell may very well save your life. It won’t just double the power of your spell but magnify its power numerous times, so be careful. And a warning. It will only work once.”
“I see,” I said, unsure if I was being under-changed or not.
I suddenly heard Shamash’s voice in my head where no one else could hear. “This crystal is worth 100 Metal Dragons. Either they don’t fully understand its worth, or they’re more desperate to have you join them than I thought.”
Keeping my reaction to myself, I didn’t hesitate. “Thank you. I accept your offer.”
“I’d also like to give you something in exchange,” Whitfield said, joining the conversation. “You haven’t just agreed to trade the Metal corpse but have opened this Metal Dungeon to mining. The Protestants of the Illuminated Cathedral would like to reward you.” With a flick of his thumb, a ring flipped through the air toward me.
I caught it. Opening my hand, a pearl white ring with a silver opal sparkled with a lackluster shine.
“It’s a Wind Mirror,” the pastor said. “Darkness is the magic most commonly used for stealth, but Wind Magic has a few advantages Dark Magic does not. Monsters like vampires have all of their senses enhanced. They can find you out just as easily by hearing or smelling you. Place this ring on your finger and give it a steady stream of neutral mana. It won’t mask your image as well as Dark Magic, but nothing is better for masking your scent. It also reduces sound and blurs your image.”
Shamash’s voice sounded again. “It’s not worth as much as the focal crystal, but for our purposes, it might be more useful.”
“Thank you,” I responded. I hadn’t really considered what their payment would be since I’d intended to give them the Metal Dragon’s corpse from the beginning. It seemed like too much.
I found out not long after accepting the focal crystal that Travis had been given more than just the Metal Armor. Pastor Whitfield had already given him a Wind Mirror Ring as well.
As soon as we’d finished trading, I heard the small troop of soldiers marching toward us. Only two of them had stayed in the middle of the dungeon to guard the area. The rest were removing their helmets and taking a variety of mining tools from their inventories. Every one of them had blonde hair like the bishop, Leeman, and Amilia. Whitfield was the only exception in their ranks. Was it because of their Light Magic focus or just genetics? Only the bishop had the same innate glow that I did in my Ascended Form.
The soldiers didn’t stop at the Metal Dragon but skirted around it and started digging at the base of the overlook. Bishop Mather caught me off guard by casting Laser and slowly bringing it across the Metal Dragon’s neck. In less than thirty seconds he had it severed from the beast’s body. Just how powerful was he?
It was then that Leeman and Amilia started to remove their mining gear from their inventories. I’d hoped we’d get some time to speak with them…
“When you do make it to the Illuminated Cathedral, we’ll show you around,” Amilia promised. “There’s much to see and many people that will want to meet you both.”
Metal Armor to Metal Armor, Travis, and Leeman embraced like brothers. I gave them, and the whole group from the Illuminated Cathedral, a Heal. After our goodbyes, while we were heading toward the dungeon’s entrance, I was surprised by my feelings of loss. The little I knew about their politics gave me a headache just thinking about it and they didn’t hide their prejudices. I liked Pastor Whitfield, but still wasn’t sure if he was hiding something, and the bishop was a difficult pill to swallow. Still, if things were different, I would have left with them, even without the chance of being able to return home. But without my friends—without having the people of Sanctuary at my side—that simply wasn’t an option.
We were off to the next dungeon, and finally back on the road toward home. I’d also finally found something for my golems to do. They were dragging a giant dragon’s head behind them. 
 



Chapter 35 – Stealth Teddy
I let Travis take the lead on the next dungeon. It was a large network of interconnected tunnels that seemed appropriate for the monsters of an Earth Dungeon. The rock was a mix of red clay and granite with thick wisps of Earth Mana throughout.
Not holding back, Travis approached the horse-sized Rock Beavers that were munching on the walls. He was already in his Werewolf Form as rich bronze spread over his fur like a forest fire meeting an oil-soaked field, leaving him looking like a glossy golden statue—one that was about to eat you. Queen Degima had produced for him an upgraded Firazite Spear, the same as she had made for me. Shamash had even approved, saying that only high concentrations of opposing elements would be able to chip away at its durability.
Travis rushed forward like a wrecking ball. A Metal Spear had replaced his left hand, while the Firazite Spear was in his right. Reaching the Rock Beavers, he led with a jab from his Metal Spear, impaling one in the ribs before it could move. His Firazite Spear followed up so quickly that it would’ve been difficult to see if it wasn’t for what happened next. A wave of Fire Aura exploded from his spear as he forced Neutral Mana into it, displacing the Fire Mana inside. It plowed into the half dozen monsters.
That would have probably been enough to kill them on its own, but Travis couldn’t help but experiment with Metal finally unlocked. Metal-empowered Spear Wall brutalized what was left. It was like stabbing them with one hundred enhanced spears and smashing them against the wall. It was the definition of overkill and Travis could hardly believe his own strength.
I took some time to play with a Master Earth Elemental to better understand Earth in hopes of advancing my Light Mastery and stole a few lesser monster forms for Shapeshifting. Other than that, Travis cleared the dungeon on his own. He no longer lacked the offensive or defensive ability to handle most mobs as high as level 5,000 to 6,000, but he was having to learn how to conserve his mana for the first time. 1,000 Intelligence and Wisdom made him no slouch. He still had a long way to go, but solo clearing dungeons would give him the chance to quickly advance.
I wasn’t exactly focused on leveling as we went from dungeon to dungeon during our return. Shamash was no longer singling out Dark Dungeons though. We literally hit up everything in our path. My level rose quickly.
My main focus was on using Light Magic against any and every school of magic, but I also made a point to max out my Rog Form and continued working up the ranks of Metal Dragon. 
That wasn’t all. Vampire’s Might’s progression had slowed once it reached the Advanced Rank. I continued to refine mana and replaced my internal mana with liquid power. My maximum mana was climbing slowly, but since I wanted to reserve my Refined Mana for emergencies, it actually decreased the amount of mana I allowed myself to use. With Master Mind Buff a constant, it still meant I had a huge mana pool, but once I had completely refined all of my mana and filled my body with its liquid variation, I’d be limited to relying on my mana regeneration during a fight. The only other option was to use my refined mana or absorb mana orbs with Vampire’s Might and bloat my body with mana. There was a limited amount I could hold, and the buff would slowly dwindle over time. That would limit the power leveling I could do with my forms, so I made use of my non-refined mana while it was available to me.
I faced off against a twenty-foot Death Grizzly with a coat of Dark Mana fur. It was just over level 2,000 and seemed to manipulate its aura with its rage. It was not incredibly fast on its feet, but its attacks were terrifyingly swift.
Instead of dodging, I blocked its attack with a pulse of Solar focused to the palm of my hand. I was in my Ascended Human Form, except for the Crimson Incubus wings that held me in the air before it. I didn’t fear its strength despite its enormous size. Its mana had a rare emphasis on the Darkness Aspect of Dark Magic.
If I had to guess, its aura was 80% Darkness Aspect and only 20% Corruption, or Undeath. My own Solar pulse was only 70% Solar, which cut through the Darkness Aspect with little effort. My greater concentration of Life Aspect was then free to wreak havoc against its Corruption Aspect.
It seemingly went against the laws of physics as my Solar pulse knocked back his paw that had to weigh much more than I did. It should have at least knocked me out of the air, but my wings held against the force and my magic did the rest. I was beginning to understand a little better how Darkness had little resistance against Solar. At least at this level. It was the relationships between Darkness and Life, and Solar and Corruption that were currently unclear. When I’d defeated Lady Contessa or faced off with Mistress Nava, their magic and mine seemed to be mixed in equal portions.
The Death Grisly staggered after coming down on all fours. It looked like it wasn’t able to take the reaction between our magics without taking damage.
I systematically whittled the monster down by using my magic to counter its natural mana. I’d done something similar when facing the Werewolf Pack Leader in my first visit to the Belly. This time it was more than instinct and desperation that drove me. I was sad to see the creature die after helping me better understand the bridge between Dark and Light.
Death Grisly Form
Cost: 100,000 Mana Per Minute (10,000 with buffs)
Strength: +2,000
Constitution: +2,000
Special Abilities: Slip into Shadows
Slip into Shadows: Retain your enormous size while becoming a master of stealth.
 
It was one of the oddest Forms yet. It didn’t level, but the Strength and Constitution bonuses were decent for the cost, and the Slip into Shadows ability gave it an interesting twist. If I got the urge to become a bear assassin, I now had a form that would allow me to live out such a fantasy.
I’d faced off against most of the difficult bosses we ran into on our way to the Metal Dungeon. When we ran into a Blackthorn Wood boss monster, Travis insisted.
The Blackthorn was a strange mix between humanoid and tree. Its two legs were like thick stumps. It didn’t move across the ground quickly, but it was extremely surefooted with living vines that crawled along the ground before and behind it to add to its stability. It had multiple arm-like branches. Some looked eerily similar to hands and others were more like thorny whips. Its head was shaped like a human’s, mostly, except for the bush of leafless branches that sprouted from the top of its head like a dead bush of hair.
As Travis sped forward, the Blackthorn smiled at him, showing off a mouth full of needlelike teeth. I feared it would be too much for Travis, but he was like a playful dog with the fire from his Firazite Spear and his Metal Magic chipping away at the boss monster in no time.
We cleared twenty-one dungeons on our way back to Sanctuary. Because Travis was now able to clear them on his own, we ended up taking turns in the end so neither of us would feel left out. It took us three weeks to come back into range of Richard’s communication ability. It could have gone faster, but Shamash pressed us to continue to level and, I must admit, our rate of progression was addicting.
During our visit to our eighteenth dungeon, while Travis was clearing an army of car-sized beetles, I heard a sudden pop and then the entire area seemed to go silent as if the noise had been sucked out of the area. 
My eyes landed on my Werewolf friend to see that he’d been forced out of his Form while still in the middle of fighting. I would’ve jumped in to help, but his aura was pulsing like a hyperactive snare drummer that couldn’t stop himself from playing even faster.
There was a second pop and all the sound returned and his body began to change. It wasn’t as drastic as transforming into his Werewolf Form, but he grew taller before my eyes. It was hard to know exactly what had changed because of his armor. Then he disappeared in a blur and appeared twenty feet away with his spear already piercing a beetle’s head between its steel-cutting pinchers. Not only had he reached 10,000 Dexterity, but he’d finally Ascended.
I didn’t know why he’d Ascended now and not before when he’d reached 1,000 in every stat, but it was as potent as gaining a True Form. Perhaps True Forms weren’t for everyone? He finished the couple hundred beetles that remained in a couple of minutes. Afterward, I met up with him and he removed his upper body armor to see what had happened to him. His glow was subtler than my own, but his musculature was like chiseled marble. He was built for speed. The biggest change however was with his eyes. They were unnaturally bright blue, and his pupils had doubled in size. Like super lenses from a high-end camera, the size of his pupils shrank and expanded at hypersonic speed as he looked around the room. They looked almost alien.
When I mentioned the change, he crossed his eyes and made a face. We shared a laugh, but he then explained that it was like he was seeing with a superior being’s eyes. He could see the finest detail even in failing light and could zoom in to see something hundreds of feet away as if it were a foot from his face.
“Regal Sight…” Shamash said. “Elorion, leave the group, and use Invisibility.”
When I did as he asked, the lich continued, “What can you see?”
“Elorion, you’re still in the group,” Travis replied.
“No I’m not,” I said.
“What? You’re ethereal. You look the same as you do when using Invisibility.”
“That’s enough confirmation.” Shamash directed me to rejoin the group. “You have developed Regal Sight. Outstanding. Except for the most advanced stealth, now nothing will be able to get past you. It will take a while to get used to, but you’ve only scratched the surface of what your new eyes are capable of.”
Travis had left Sanctuary at under level 500. He would return at over 3,000.
Travis
Level: 3,066
Attributes
Strength: 2,967
Dexterity: 10,033
Constitution: 1,023
Intelligence: 1,019
Wisdom: 1,017
 
Tens of thousands of monsters was all it had taken. He was well on his way to being a powerhouse. I was still planning on asking him to stay in Sanctuary. We’d outgrown the difficulties of the dungeons in this region of the Dungeon Level, but an army of vampires with levels ten to twenty thousand was a completely different story.
“Richard. Are you there?” I said after we’d slowed our pace. We were pretty sure we were nearing his range.
“Elorion! That’s you, right?” Richard replied.
“We’re back!” Travis said before I could respond.
“Yeah,” I said. “We’ll be a few days before we’re near Sanctuary. We’re hauling a surprise or two.”
“Really? That’s great,” Richard said. “We have a few surprises for you as well. I’m assuming you want to talk to the girls? I have the pathways open, so whenever you’re ready.”
 



Chapter 36 – Big Head
“Aeris,” I said. My voice came out a little louder than a whisper.
The first thing that I heard was a gasp. “El? You’re back?”
“Yes. We just got back into range.”
“It’s great to hear from you…”
I could tell that something was sapping her enthusiasm. “Are you okay?”
“Better now. As good as can be expected while attending succubus boarding school.”
My first thought was to drop everything and head to where she was to try rescuing her from this nonsense, but reality smacked me in the face a moment later as I couldn’t help but remember Mistress Nava’s beatdown. It had been weeks since we’d talked, and I felt the distance with the sensitivity of an open nerve. I didn’t want to make it worse for her by being a downer, so I literally slapped myself before responding. “Is it ‘sucking’ the life out of you?”
“Ha. Ha,” she said sarcastically. “You’re such a dork. My dork…”
“I miss you too.”
I didn’t have to be with her to visualize her smile.
“So tell me everything,” she said. “What have you been up to?”
“You first,” I replied. “Travis and I leveled up a few times, but nothing interesting happened.”
“Come on.”
“Well, there were a few things…” I began from the beginning to make it easier to keep from jumping around or missing something. There was much we’d already discussed during the first stage of my journey before we’d lost the ability to communicate. I did my best to limit the tangents I wanted to take her on regarding my different discoveries with magic, my advanced ascension, and the many new Forms I could play with, but I knew there was one thing that would pique her interest above all.
“You met other humans!” she said in disbelief.
I fielded question after question and even got into Illuminated Cathedral politics. As much as I knew at least.
“So there’s a chance for the others to go home…” she said.
The others?
“There’s a chance you could see your family again,” I probed.
“Not me. If you were reaching the limit of who they could send to the surface at level 2,200, then I’ve already surpassed it. The other girls could still make it though. I’ll inform them right away. If they focus on mastering their skills and magic instead of leveling they could still return to the surface. They’re all still within range.”
“It still might work, Aeris. What level are you?”
“3,604.”
My mouth snapped shut. How was that possible? If the others were still around level 2,000, how was she close to doubling their level? I half knew the answer before I asked, but I asked anyway. “What have you had to do to keep them safe?”
“They treat me differently because—I am different. So I befriended a succubus from a powerful lineage and have benefited from it.”
I could hear the masked disgust in her words. I didn’t ask directly, but as the conversation continued, two things became clear. This friendship of hers required her to do something she loathed, and at least part of it had to do with killing.
Since Shamash had brought up taking a long term approach while in the Vampire Domain so that I could eventually become powerful enough to face off against the Head Mistress, I’d been seriously considering staying in the Vampire Realm longer, even if it weren’t as long as he was recommending. The more powerful I became, the more options we would have. How could I bring myself to stay there any longer than necessary if I knew she was suffering?
“It will be over soon,” I promised, even if it was a stretch of the truth. At best, I could head to the Vampire Realm, get what the Head Mistress requested from Lord Darius’s vault, and return quickly.
“There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you,” I said, changing the subject. “There’s this demonic-looking undead horse that has become my summoned mount.”
“An Embar?” she replied.
“Yes. You know what an Embar is?”
“I’ve killed a few in training.”
“Okay… Well, if there was a pushy one that doesn’t have a name, what would you like to call it?”
“You want me to name your undead Embar?”
“Yup.”


***
 
We skipped the rest of the dungeons in the area as we hurried back home. Aeris and I spoke as often as she was available, which was less than we’d both have liked, but still hours out of the day. During our conversations, I traveled atop Brat the Embar. The name had started as little more than a joke, but it was the nickname of her oldest brother and the Embar seemed to like it. It was obvious she missed her brother a lot, but I didn’t ask further questions to give her some time after hearing about the possible missed opportunity we both had of returning to the surface.
Even while we talked, I’d become proficient enough with Core Creation to cast it repeatedly. Not only was I using it to continue power leveling Core Creation, Succubi’s Caress, and Vampire’s Might, but I was building a huge stockpile of mana orbs.
At Shamash’s direction, I gave a special focus to Dark, Metal, and Smoke Magic Orbs. Creating them didn’t just give me unique orbs but helped me level the spells that gave me access to their alignments in a roundabout manner. Even though I was constantly refining my mana, as my level went up, so did the maximum amount of mana I possessed. The refining process was constantly adding more mana to the total that I wanted to keep in reserve, but I’d made a critical decision. So that I wouldn’t have to rely on Master Mind Buff to get the 10,000 Intelligence stat buff, I started pumping stats into it. I wouldn’t do the same for my physical stats. With enough time, I was convinced that Vampire’s Might would earn me the rest. There was no way I’d faced even a fraction of the monster types in the Underworld. There was still much left for me to Devour.
Before we’d made it back into range, I’d even managed to create a Master Dark Orb. The process was slow and strenuous because I had to rely on Vampire’s Might to absorb additional mana while I was in the Core Creation process. Even after weeks of messing with it, Shadow Bolt was only level 48. Dark Shroud was a little better because I tried to keep it cast constantly in one way or another. It was still only level 61. They were at least becoming less costly as they leveled. Vampire’s Might was finally nearing its Master Rank, and with each level it became more proficient. I was pretty sure its absorption of mana would still be limited, but at Master Rank, its maximum mana buff will become permanent.
As we were finally nearing the end of the road, I glanced at Shamash. His advice was always subtle, but I no longer doubted he’d been leading me to this exact point. My maximum mana was skyrocketing from the refinement process thanks to my Master Light Mana Core. Vampire’s Might would add even more to that once it finally progressed. And with 10,000 Intelligence, Master Mind Buff was no longer eating into my Mana Per Minute for me to keep the buffs. My Mana Per Minute had grown to the realm of the ridiculous where I could rely on it during most Dungeon Level fights without having to tap into my stored mana at all. It was almost like he’d been preparing me to face off against a bunch of level 10,000 vampires or something…
I noticed a creature in the distance. There was something familiar about it, so I called out for everyone to stop. Hopping down from Brat, I continued forward on foot. Travis joined me.
I felt his transformation beside me into his new Iron Werewolf Form even beneath his Metal Armor. He’d been doing most of the killing while we traveled which gave him further opportunity to master the wolf inside of him. Changing back and forth at will was only the beginning. He could now safely be around other people, but there were still many more secrets for him to unravel.
“Undead Skeleton Warriors,” Travis said. My senses couldn’t compare to his Regal Sight. “It looks like Mel has expanded our territory.”
“They are his?” I replied. “We’re still miles out…”
As we neared, a squad of skeletal soldiers formed up. The Dark Aura that surrounded them was visible to the naked eye. I quickly checked and found that they were each over level 1,000. He’d been busy.
I was about to try to speak with them, or through them, to get Mel’s attention when they stood up straight from their battle stance in a swift, coordinated motion. There was no verbal command given, but they immediately began lining the sides of the cave to make a path. Once in their place, they put a hand over their missing hearts and bowed.
“Definitely Mel,” Travis snickered.
We waved our party forward and continued past the obedient minions.
No more than half a mile later, I felt an erratic energy flying our way at a breakneck pace. A moment later, someone appeared before us, skidding to a stop. It was a yellow-skinned teenager with a rough patch of blue hair on his head. He wore black leather armor that was rich in Dark Mana and was staring at us with psychotic jubilation. His eyes were wide open like he was half-crazed. I’d never seen him before. Was this one of Mel’s minions?
Casting Creature Observation, I froze in place at what I saw. He was level 1,203, but that wasn’t too surprising after seeing the level of the common skeletal soldiers. The strange thing was that this minion had a name, proving it wasn’t a minion at all. “Zorik?!” He’d evolved.
He bowed in response, grinning widely to show his needle-sharp fangs. “Master, you’ve returned. Spar with me.”
Without another word, he rushed forward. The fiendish grin never left his face.
All the warning that the Head Mistress’s Lich had given me about his nature returned to me, and I feared that leaving him here with the others had been a mistake. But if there was a problem, why hadn’t Richard said anything?
Before I’d decided how to react, Travis disappeared from my side and raced forward. His spear was safely in his inventory as was his helmet and both gauntlets. Like a tank of platemail with tiny hands and a tiny head, Werewolf Travis plowed into the reckless Incubus. Even if Zorik’s power had skyrocketed during his evolution, against Travis’s speed it was like a child challenging an adult. He wasn’t even able to react before Travis intercepted him.
To our surprise, Zorik’s form liquified, absorbing most of the impact, and like a wall of water, he ran over Travis’s armor only to reform on the other side. He swung his fist at the back of Travis’s head, only to miss as the werewolf blurred out of its path. 
They faced off a moment later. Zorik’s eyes held the delight of a mischievous child as he took in Travis’s Form. He had no fear. After seeing his skill with Water Magic, it was no wonder.
“Don’t hurt him!” I cried out to Travis. It was probably unnecessary, but if he got serious, I was afraid he’d kill him.
Travis responded by showing his own fang-filled grin. Even without being in my Werewolf Form, my connection that had developed with Travis was strong enough that I could feel what he was thinking. He shared Zorik’s desire to play…
I’d decided to just let things play out when I sensed another presence. A moment later, I heard Mel speak. “Zorik!”
The countenance of Zorik immediately changed and his head drooped down. His smile was gone. “Sorry, Uncle,” he said, turning to Mel.
I didn’t have to use Creature Observation on him to sense how much he had changed. The roots of his hair had grown black and only the ends remained orange as if they’d caught fire. His skin had grown even paler, and his freckles had darkened as if the color had been drained out of his face. He’d reached his True Form. When I did cast Creature Observation, I wasn’t surprised, but couldn’t help but shake my head. He was already level 2,700. I knew it was only a matter of time before his necromancy made it so that he began surpassing everyone else. Only Travis, Aeris, and I were still at a higher level. I didn’t expect that would last much longer.
“Sorry, guys,” Mel said. “I should have known he would rush here to pick a fight when I heard that you were returning soon.”
Travis straightened and reverted to his human form. “It’s not a problem. We’ll spar later.”
I saw Mel’s eyes widen at seeing Travis’s newfound control.
Zorik’s face lit up and he bowed. “Thanks, Uncle Travis.”
“Go inform the others they’ve arrived,” Mel directed him. “Hurry now.”
With a nod of his head, Zorik raced off in his reckless manner toward Sanctuary.
“Is he dangerous?” I said.
“Not anymore. When he first evolved he was a mess.” Mel waved us to follow as he continued. “You’ve seen how it has changed him physically. He looks like a young teenager. That’s more accurate than you know. It’s almost like his evolution left him as a teen amid his raging hormones. He had no idea how to handle it at first and flipped out. He wasn’t attacking people exactly but wrecked a few rooms in the Outer Perimeter. I had to transform myself to get him under control.”
“Transform?” Travis said.
Without removing his Incubus’s skull from his inventory, Mel’s flesh began to change. Within a few seconds, a Dark Incubus was walking at our side. It was the same form he’d used when helping me face Waldemar the minotaur captain.
He gave us a small smile before returning to his human form—if that’s what you’d call it…
“It comes in handy when there’s an issue that requires a personal touch. It doesn’t compare to you two though. I can feel the power radiating off of you guys.”
“Thanks. And congrats on your new True Form,” I said, hoping for more information. He didn’t disappoint.
“I’m a Pale One, or so the title goes. What it really means is that there’s nothing I can do to get past my gothic look, and I have unique expertise with Dark Magic for a Light Magic creature. I can also do this.”
Dark Magic surged from his body and clung to him in a thick aura. It should be impossible. The Dark Magic wasn’t just touching his skin but flowing through it. I noticed that it was mostly Darkness Aspect that was coming in contact with his skin. It was like there was a layer of Darkness with Corruption Aspect on top of that. He was a true marvel. No wonder Shamash was interested in him.
“Before I leave again, we’ll have to get together and test a few things,” I said, holding up my hand. I’d finally found a creature that let me learn some Dark Blue Magic spells. A ball of Shadow Bolt began forming. Unlike Mel, it would harm me if I touched it with my human hand.
Shamash, Brat, and Queen Degima stayed with the golems further back in the tunnel. It wasn’t long before the others finally joined us. I wasn’t able to go past the barrier the Head Mistress had set up, but that didn’t mean the others couldn’t come to me.
The first thing I noticed was that Zorik was standing next to Skyler like one of his men. Our blond Strength basher and leader of our melee force still wore the brown platemail that Russ had made for him, and his work ethic hadn’t suffered since I left. He’d reached level 1,739.
Mel noticed what I was looking at and whispered, “Skyler is the one that spars with Zorik all the time. After beating the snot out of one another, Zorik calms down and follows Skyler’s every word. I think they were made for each other.”
“I thought you were going to take him and settle in the other dungeon?” I replied.
“Eventually. I have some of my minions there now to do some experience farming and I want to wait a bit for him to grow up.”
“I can’t blame you there.”
Sauntering up to me like a muscle-bound bear, Russ grabbed me around the waist and picked me up with a grunt. “Welcome back.”
He’d grown in size again. Setting me down, he stepped aside to reveal the rest of the crew that I hadn’t seen for weeks. They’d all leveled far more than I thought they would. Thankfully, except for maybe Mel, they were still within the level range of being able to return home. I’d let them know soon, but the revelation could wait until after our greetings were over.
“Can you believe this guy?” Richard said, patting Zorik on the shoulder. “I told you some surprises were awaiting you. Is that armor Travis is wearing the surprise you were talking about?”
“One of them. Help me get everyone’s attention.”
Richard called out to the guys who had surrounded Travis and me with endless questions. 
When everyone was quiet, I held up an empty hand. “As you guys might expect, we’ve brought a lot of things back with us.” With a flip of my wrist, I pulled out a Master Light Magic Orb.
The whole lot of them froze in place.
“I won’t be able to stay here long,” I said, taking the time to look each of them in the eye. “To get the girls back, I need to finish what I’ve started. This should be sufficient for getting the farm back on track though.” I tossed it to Steve, who caught it in the air.
He held it out, unwilling to remove his gaze from it. “This is incredible.”
“You’ve found a way to use it?” I said.
Russ answered, “Yup. Nothing to it. I’ll have it running in a day.”
“Good. I have 49 more Master Light Orbs to give you.”
Watching Russ turn ghost white was the funniest thing I’d seen in weeks.
“How’d you get 50?” Skyler yelled for no reason at all. He was a few feet from my ear.
“The same way I have 100 Advanced ones, 200 Intermediate, and 2,000 Minor ones to give you as well…” Holding up my hand again over my head, the Light Mana thread shone before their eyes and it began to spin. Within ten seconds a freshly made Minor Light Orb fell into my palm. “I can make them.”
The roar of voices that rose up didn’t stop for a few minutes. They knew as well as I did that once the dwarves returned with their goods that these orbs would act as a small fortune and we could purchase whatever we needed and then some. I’d wait until later to tell them about the other orbs from other alignments that I’d made to give them as well. I also planned on giving Khun a minor heart attack if that was possible for a dungeon spirit. Seeing him freak out was one of the things I’d been most looking forward to. Sadly, he wasn’t here. He couldn’t leave Sanctuary’s border. We’d figure something out.
“That’s not all,” I called out and finally got their attention—or so I thought.
“What level are you?” Mel said, flabbergasted. 
With a sigh, I pulled out my Character Sheet and turned it so they could see it.
Elorion
Character Sheet
Level: 4,721
Health Points: 563,716
Current Mana:  25,209,495
Refined Mana:  25,209,495
Base Mana: 5,041,899
Mana Per Minute: 208,176(3,469.6 Per Second)
Attributes
Strength: 5,981
Dexterity: 5,676 
Constitution: 5,344
Intelligence: 10,000
Wisdom: 17,348
 
I’d just finished converting the last drop of my mana into its liquid state during the last few hours of our approach. I admit to failing to continue refining at points when I was clearing dungeons or focusing on other things. But to finish refining all of the mana inside me in less than a month—it was preposterous. My mana was literally five times as potent in its dense liquid state as it was normally.
Everyone had had enough shock today that instead of showing more astonishment, they simply rolled their eyes or shrugged it off. They really had no idea. Not only had I leveled drastically, but I’d also Drained 1,392 Strength, 1,424 Dexterity, and 684 Constitution from mobs during our dungeon runs. There were enough unique creatures that Lesser Devour had ranked up to its Intermediate Rank.
Seeing a few of them disheartened by seeing how much I’d progressed, I had the perfect medicine to cheer them up.
“Bring it,” I yelled.
The sound of something heavy being pulled came from the direction in which we had arrived.
Watching Mel as Queen Degima came around the corner, I inwardly clenched my fists. He hadn’t noticed.
At first, the entire group stared at the beautiful crimson girl who’d come around the corner. It took them a moment to realize she was pulling something with an oversized rope. As the mound of Metal came into view, I knew it might startle some, but Richard, who stood closest to the approaching Faeastein Queen, was the first to recognize what it was. He teetered over backward and fell to the ground.
“He fainted,” Zorik said with a mocking cackle. His trap snapped shut as he lifted his eyes, laying them on the massive head of the Metal Dragon.
Finding Russ among my silent friends, I smacked him on the back as he’d so often done to me. “What do you think?”
He moved his mouth, but nothing came out. It was obvious what he was trying to say. For the next minute he kept mouthing, “Dragon.”
 



Chapter 37 – Loot
It had been weeks since I’d tasted bacon’s savory juiciness. Some of it was a little crispy, and I didn’t care. It wasn’t much of a sit-down meal. Food and drinks were brought and the lot of us got our munch on while catching up. Everyone had progressed beyond level 1,000. Zorik was still the lowest in level, but after he’d evolved his timidity had disappeared with his maturity. It was the same change I’d seen in many of the others except at an accelerated pace. We’d all been a bunch of geeks before entering the Underworld, and then, with our powers unlocked, we all went a little crazy with the new possibilities.
It was a few hours before the party slowed down. A few took me up on my offer to Heal them to renew their endurance, but the others, Travis included, wanted to get some sleep. Most of them could go without it for days, some like Russ for weeks, but I understood that sleeping could be rather enjoyable. I wondered if it would be possible for me to ever sleep again. It was unlikely with my natural regeneration. In every logical way, that was a gift, so why did I feel like it was something I’d lost?
When most people had left, I asked Russ to stay with me and had Richard call on Khun to join us. Even though we were outside of the Head Mistress’s barrier, my golems were still standing guard in the tunnel behind us. Shamash had gone into Sanctuary with Travis. Even Queen Degima went with them. She’d caught the eye of some of the single guys and seemed to be enjoying their attention. Perhaps I should have told her to be sure not to stab them…
Russ was wearing a pair of baggy shorts and a skintight t-shirt. He’d been the first one of us to take on a True Form. Its effect had condensed his bulging muscle to tight sinews and his skin and skeletal structure to a substance tougher than humanly possible because of his Constitution Talent. Now that his level was growing, so was his body. Some of the others had overtaken him because he spent so much time crafting, but at level 1,920 he was still a force to be reckoned with.
Russ
Level: 1,920
Health Points: 5,038,500
Attributes
Strength: 1,400
Dexterity: 1,097
Constitution: 10,077
Intelligence: 413
Wisdom: 512
 
His stats were greatly inflated for his level, but when was he not swinging a hammer? If it wasn’t across the top of a monster’s skull, it was to shape ore to his will. His HP was over ten times that of my own. His talent in the stat made him freakishly hard to kill.
We both leaned against the tunnel wall, hanging out. We chatted at times and were silent at others. Among friends it didn’t matter.
“I have something for you,” I said, holding out my hand.
He lazily looked down. “That’s—”
“A Master Fire Orb. This one is for the forge.” I took out another one. “And this is a Master Metal Orb. I have another couple thousand orbs of different ranks for you to play around with in your experiments. I’m going to be gone for a while, so I thought I’d build you a stockpile. That is, if you’re sure you want to stay.”
He’d eaten so much that he didn’t even bother to roll his eyes. “If Aeris has progressed too far to leave, then there is no way Olivia is going to leave either. You’re stuck with me, man.”
“How many others do you think are going to stay when I give them the news?”
He shrugged and was quiet for a long moment before answering. “I don’t know. Part of me hopes all of them go, but another part hopes that everyone will stay. I don’t have much to return to, to be honest. Here I’m actually needed.”
Pushing off the wall, I hit him on the shoulder. Even without armor, it was little more than a nudge against his Constitution. “Who said we need you?” I began to laugh.
He hit me back, hard. Not that it caused me more than the momentary sensation of a bruise forming. My regeneration healed it before it could even get started. He gave me a wolfish grin. “Just wait until I unlock my First. I’m thinking Metal or Fire—or maybe Earth since the Minotaur blacksmiths have that alignment naturally and they’re some of the best. You’re going to come to me begging for gear.”
“You’re going to give me a discount, right?”
“Depends…”
“Should I start selling you the materials I find instead of giving it to you?”
He cringed. “That’s a low blow.”
We shared a laugh.
It was then that I noticed Khun standing on the other side of the barrier. I suspected he’d been there for a while watching us. What I didn’t expect was what happened next. He stepped through the Head Mistress’s barrier as if it wasn’t even there. No longer did he look like an ethereal Dungeon Spirit. His skin was grey with the slightest pinch of pink pigment. He wasn’t wearing his pirate hat but allowed his hair to flow down his back. It was ghostly white and straight with a slight silver glow that matched the blue-grey of his eyes. He was alive as Russ and me, with an elfin facial structure except for a strong jaw. He wore a simple, long black robe.
He bobbed his head in greeting before saying, “Master. It’s good you’ve returned. Welcome.”
“Khun,” I replied in hushed tones. “You left the dungeon—and you look different…”
“Thanks to the Head Mistress, and now your offerings, Sanctuary has ranked up—twice. It is now a Rank C Dungeon. My look and capabilities have advanced because of you.” His eyes shot to the floor. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome, but I’m no longer your Master. How’s Russ here doing?”
Khun looked up, considering the blacksmith. “Better than expected.”
Was that a twinge of a smirk I saw in Khun’s expression?
“But we both look forward to your return,” he added.
When I’d left, Khun had been becoming less of a robotic Dungeon Spirit focused solely on dungeon law. Hearing him saying that he looked forward to my return when I was no longer the Dungeon Master contradicted his purpose. I looked at Russ, who wasn’t surprised at all.
“How’s Sanctuary?” I said. “Have you continued to redesign the walls?”
“Has he?” Russ chuckled. “They’re incredible. He first redid the dining area with patterns of food dishes surrounded with wheat and flowers. The images of food are almost life-size and so detailed they make my mouth water. Then he did the bridge with images of our past battles… Well, you’ll just have to finish your quest quickly so you can see it.”
Making a point to look Khun in the eye, I said, “I can’t wait.”
We moved on to business after that. I split up the stockpile of orbs I’d been creating between the two of them, only holding on to a number of Light Orbs for emergency absorption. The rest of the loot I’d acquired I had them help me sort through. Travis had an inventory full and I’d leave him to do what he wished.
The next piece of business was the one I’d been most anticipating, but also most anxious about. I had them send each member of Sanctuary to me one at a time so that I could inform them that there was a chance for them to return home. 
After long considering the best way to approach the subject, I’d decided on telling them one at a time so that they’d have as little pressure as possible from the others while making their decision. I had a whole speech laid out about how, if they chose to leave, we’d be nothing but happy for them. Some of us didn’t have much to return to, like Russ. And others, like George our Cave Swine keeper, had a single parent left alive that they felt responsible for.
Losing George would be a big hit to our food processing operation, but, come to find out, more than half of the other guys were helping him daily. It wouldn’t be a total loss. When he informed me he needed to return to the surface if at all possible, I made a point to tell him I’d take care of the rest even though I wouldn’t offer his job to anyone until after they had made their decision to stay or not.
Chris, the blonde Dexterity basher who was sweet on Lydia, had taken over making Healing Potions from her mushroom farm. He was insistent that he wouldn’t even consider it unless she was free to choose as well.
One of the remaining Sledge Brothers, Perry, didn’t even give it much thought and lazily shook his head that he wasn’t going to leave. Skyler actually laughed in my face.
That was everyone except for Steve and Trevon. Mel, I’d already told and he had no interest in leaving.
When I revealed the opportunity to Steve, he already knew what I was going to ask. “I’ll take over for George.”
“George told you?” I replied.
“Nah. I saw him after he met with you and have been listening from the other side of the barrier.” He activated Stealth, and I watched him disappear before my eyes. It was easy enough to find him with Mana Sight, but even his mana dimmed while he was hiding. It seemed our Assassin was more proficient with stealth than I’d imagined. He was pointing at the corner of the tunnel that was hidden from where I was standing.
“That’s very roguish of you.”
“I get why you’re telling us one at a time, so I didn’t want to make a scene and just waited my turn.”
“Do you spy on the others often?”
“Not on purpose, but yes. I don’t mean to hide from them, but I’m just more comfortable using Stealth. I’ll just lay back and take a break and the others won’t know I’m there. I stick around our wheat field, so they know I might be around…” He kept gulping repeatedly, revealing his shame.
He didn’t expect what I asked next. “How are they?”
He twisted his head in question.
“The group—how are they doing?” I said.
Taking a deep breath, he looked up to consider it before exhaling slowly. “They’re angry. Even Perry. After the girls were taken, it's like there’s a dark cloud sitting over this place. Having you and Travis return is the first glimpse of light we’ve seen in more than a month.”
“I’m sorry it’s taking me so long. I’ll be leaving soon to finish it and get them back.”
“No one is angry at you. Everyone knows you will take care of business. We just don’t like the whole situation.”
I grinned to show him my gratitude for what he said but changed the subject. “How’s your Lightning Magic coming, by the way?”
“Well…” A spark of electricity jumped from his right eye and hovered their crackling for a few seconds a couple of inches away. My mouth dropped open as the spark looped around to his other eye before bouncing back and tracing its original path. It was as if his eyes were playing volleyball with an electrical spark.
“How do you not go cross-eyed doing that?” I said, leaning forward.
“Practice.” His eyes slammed shut and electricity began crawling all over the skin of his face and neck. “I find using it on the smallest level possible is better for improving my mana control.”
He opened his eyes again and the electricity crawling over his skin was sucked up into a single point about a foot from his face.
I took a step back. “Creepy.”
“Oh yeah?” The ball of electricity leaped toward his face and split into two before diving into his eyes. The whites of his eyes lit up.
“Yup. That’s even worse.”
Trevon was the only one left that I hadn’t talked to. When he arrived, I noticed the blue of his skin was even more pronounced than before. He was wearing shorts and a t-shirt, but also going barefoot. I suspected his Ice Magic had an interesting effect on his temperature tolerance and even toughness.
When I told him about the opportunity to go home, he froze, though not literally. It was many minutes before he spoke again. “I don’t know. How long do I have to decide?”
“There’s no time limit,” I said, “but you won’t be able to leave after reaching a certain level. I don’t know exactly what that is, but 2,200 is close to the limit.”
He was already level 1,876, so he had some time to think about it. “Whatever you decide, you have my support,” I told him.
I contacted Aeris after he’d left to tell her how it went. There was one, maybe two guys that were interested in leaving.
“I’ve spoken to the girls about it as well,” she said. “Two of them want to leave. Melony is one, which I’m not surprised by, but the other…”
It wasn’t surprising that Melony wanted to go. She was the shyest among the girls, except for maybe Lydia. She also relied upon Kylie, Travis’s girlfriend.
“The other is Kylie,” Aeris said.
I was speechless.
She explained, “Her father was sick when she left. Cancer.”
“I don’t know what to say. I get it. I just don’t know how Travis is going to take it. He’s over level 3,000, so he probably can’t return, but if he can, I can’t imagine him not being here with us…”
“I know. Kylie’s strong too. She helps hold Melony and Jess together. If both Kylie and Melony leave, I don’t know how Jess will make it.”
Ridding my mind of my current doubts, I made Aeris promise me to tell Kylie and Melony that they have my complete support. “When the time comes, I’ll help them return.”
“I’ll tell them. I’ve been thinking. Before you leave for the Vampire Gate, could you stay for a few days longer? Even if I’m stuck here, I don’t want to lose contact with you again. Not yet. It’s easier when I have you to talk to.”
“Of course. I have a few things to work on. You’ll get tired of me in a few days anyway.”
I’d anticipated her laughing in response. When she didn’t, I began to worry.
 



Chapter 38 – Hard Decisions
“What are you doing?” Zorik said with tension straining his voice.
“It’s nothing to worry about,” I said. “This is just an advanced form of observation. I’ve used it on you numerous times.” That wasn’t exactly true, because Forced Learn was a different use of the Creature Observation ability. I’d only used it on him one time before.
Since he was nervous and not asleep or dead, I channeled 100,000 MP before casting it. I saw the popup saying I’d successfully stolen the Incubus’s Essence.
Seeing that I was no longer looking at him, he said, “That’s it?”
“Yup,” I replied. “We’re done. You can go back to hunting.”
“Whatever.” He sprinted away without another word.
I just shook my head.
Incubus Form
Level: 1
Cost: 5,000 Mana Per
Second (500 with buffs)
Strength: +500, +1% Strength
Dexterity: +500, +1% Dexterity
Constitution: +500, +1% Constitution
Special Abilities: Impenetrable Skin (Passive), Hyperactive, Enraged 
Impenetrable Skin: A Passive skill where your mana bonds with your skin to form a powerful armor.
Hyperactive: When active, your state of awareness is pushed to the limit for an extended period of time. No mana cost.
Enraged: At the expense of mana, you are able to boost your Dexterity and Strength.
Next Level:
Cost: 4,960 Mana Per Second (496 with buffs)
+1% Strength
+1% Dexterity
+1% Constitution
 
It was baffling that the normal Incubus Form was so similar to the Crimson Incubus. Besides the obvious lack of Fire Magic, the only skill difference was that in place of Fire Breather was Hyperactive. It was immediately obvious why Zorik was acting the way he was. Since the ability had no mana cost, he must have been keeping it active at all times. 
I didn’t waste time and cast Incubus Form for the first time. Before Zorik’s evolution, I had stolen his Imp Form but never bothered to level it up past 95 because I already had Fire Incubus Form at the Crimson Incubus Rank. Earlier, when the normal Incubus Form would have come in handy, I didn’t have access to it because of its Dark Alignment. I’d also wanted to wait just in case stealing Zorik’s Form would also unlock his Water Magic skill tree. Sadly, that didn’t work.
My tone of skin was almost unchanged even after transforming to Incubus. The injected mana had done its magic to turn my skin into powerful armor. I’d need to power level the form to get its cost down, but it had one final drawback that Crimson Incubus didn’t. The normal Incubus Form didn’t have wings. Zorik’s lack of them was one of the main reasons why seeing him for the first time since his evolution was so shocking. I’d thought all Incubi would have them.
For Zorik, it wasn’t really a drawback since his evolution seemed to have a drastic effect on his talent. He’d never been able to liquefy his body before…
Activating Hyperactive was—interesting. It was like a caffeine rush that didn’t end. It focused my senses, but my mind wanted to bounce around as much as Zorik had been. I deactivated it. Compared to max Mana Sight, it was harder to focus my thoughts even if it had a similar effect.
Bringing a drop of Mana to the surface of my skin, I watched as it slipped through like a haze. Instead of Light Mana, Dark appeared in its place. I willed my mana to return to the surface of my skin and it disappeared back to where it had come from. The one mystery of Blue Magic that I still couldn’t answer was how it was possible for me to fully change my body to such an extent. Even my Light Mana Core was a faint echo, but if I tried to find it in my current Form it wouldn’t be there. How could a Master Light Core exist inside a Dark Magic creature? And yet the benefits of my core and my refined Light Mana were still available for me to use.
Now that I had a true Dark Magic Form, I played around with Shadow Bolt and Dark Shroud. It was as I expected. My Dark Magic was now twice as effective. It was still five times more costly than a Light Magic spell of the same variety, but it would eventually become practical once it reached its max level.
 
***
 
Travis pushed through the barrier spell wearing a black pair of shorts, and—that was it. If he weren’t so pale I’d have taken him for a surfer dude.
“Hey,” he said, putting his hands in his pockets. He sounded distant.
“Kylie told you?” I replied.
“Yeah…”
“If you need anything…”
“Thanks.”
It wasn’t the best time to bring it up, but after the conversation he’d just had there wouldn’t be a good time in the immediate future. “I need you to take George and maybe Trevon to the Illuminated Cathedral.”
“You’re leaving while I’m gone?”
I took a deep breath and prepared to respond, but he cut me off.
“It’s okay. I knew after unlocking Metal that you’d be going without me. I’d hoped that you’d take me along in your inventory though. You know, like a werewolf bobblehead you could take out when you got bored.” He only smiled, not fully committing to the joke.
I had a good chuckle, but I cut it short.
“There is still a chance you could go with her,” I said bluntly.
“Maybe. We were never as close as Aeris and you. It was more like dating for us than that we were destined to be together. With enough time though… I don’t know what I’m going to do.”
“Don’t get me wrong. Sanctuary is safer with you around, and more importantly, better. Besides Aeris, you and Russ are my closest friends. You’ve always told me when I was messing up, and I appreciate that. I’d still like it better if I knew you were able to leave and make it to the surface. Maybe give Kylie a real shot—get married—make some babies?”
This time he did laugh. “We’ve been incredibly lucky that no one in our group has died yet. It’s just—dangerous. Even with everyone growing stronger, it’s really only a matter of time. But life down here seems to mean more than life on the surface. I haven’t played a single game in months and I haven’t missed it. That used to be my life. There are people that I miss, but life was dull. Not here.”
“Take George to the Illuminated Cathedral. You’re the only one strong enough to do it on your own and you have the tracking ability. Even if you don’t end up leaving with him, you’ll help us establish a real relationship with the other humans, and then, who knows. If you do go with him, you’ll still be able to help from the surface.”
As he was thinking about it, I thought of something else. “There’s something I need to give you.” I waved him closer.
Placing one palm a few inches above his abdomen and turning my other hand into a Light Surgeon’s thread, I jabbed my thread into his side and I quickly mapped out his insides. Deconstructing his Light Magic Orb, I used the leftover mana with additional mana of my own to begin creating a new core inside of him. Just so he wouldn’t be standing there longer than he had to, I used some of my refined mana to complete his Master Light Core. There would be plenty of time to replenish it.
“There,” I said. “Even if you go to the surface, you’ll never completely lose your magic.”
“This thing is so much more powerful than the Intermediate Core,” he replied.
“Next level, right?”
“When are you going to leave?”
“I’ll wait for a few days. I have some gifts for the others and I’m going to train a bit with everyone.”
He patted his lower belly that held his new core. “I’ll teach them how to use their auras, and I’ve already spoken to them about unlocking schools of magic—excessively. Send them to me after you give them their cores. I can help guide them in the basics.”
“Alright. I’ll focus on working with Mel, Steve, and Trevon after I’m done.”
He turned as if he were about to leave but I stopped him. “Hey.” When he turned back I wasn’t sure what to say. “Thanks. For everything.”
“You too,” he said, and then he was gone.
 
***
 
Giving everyone their own core took no more than a couple hours. It would probably be years before they could get full use out of them, but in the long run it would be a huge benefit. I’d considered starting everyone with Intermediate or even Advanced Cores instead of Master ones, but there was no telling how long I’d be away. I was planning on getting back as soon as I could, but what if I weren’t strong enough to reach Lord Darius’s vault? It might take some cautious leveling before I could even approach my destination.
The first person I trained with was Trevon. Since he was considering leaving, I wanted to make myself available to him and also do some experimenting with his ice magic while he was still around. We hadn’t spent a lot of time together. He was closer to Audrey and Clarissa than any of the guys. I didn’t ask any questions about why he wanted to leave. If he wanted to talk, I’d let him broach the topic.
Since I had access to multiple schools of magic, even if many of them were only Blue Magic imitations, I let Trevon pick which element he wanted to try his magic against. Our approach didn’t resemble sparring, or any kind of fighting. We sat comfortably next to each other and focused on control above power.
He held a spikey ball of ice in the space before us. I held out a similar sized ball of fire and we slowly brought the two together to see how they’d respond, then we’d make our observations. We tried to match the intensity of each spell and then let them fluctuate to see how they would resist each other even when they were outmatched.
Before we were done, I’d tried each of my schools of magic against his own. We both made decent progression on the path to Grandmastering our primary magic. It was only when he no longer had our experiments to focus on that he finally spoke.
“I love this. Playing with magic. It's freaking amazing. But I’m scared—every day. I don’t have anything to go home to, but I’m tired of being afraid. How do you do it? Go off into the Underworld, alone, and not turn into a madman?”
I looked him in the eye, studying him for a moment, before responding. “I don’t think about it.”
“Dude, I’m being serious.”
“So am I. Honestly, that’s my secret. As much as you might feel one way or another, you have the ability to control what you allow yourself to think about. Only when you let yourself think about the worst-case scenarios, the injustice or unfairness of it all, will your emotion take control.”
Trevon was shaking his head. “You don’t think about it at all? That we were taken against our will? How the Head Mistress could fry us up like fried chicken? About how some random monster could sneak up behind you and make you a snack before you even know it’s there?”
“It isn’t that I ignore everything. I just focus on the solution instead of the problem. Also, staying busy helps. Do you think I haven’t thought about storming the Succubi City to get the girls back? I just know that if I only think about how angry I am, I’ll end up doing something stupid instead of using the same energy on something that will actually help.”
“I guess. You’re not wrong. I just don’t like it.”
“You know, Master Trev, for an Ice Mage that’s supposed to be cold as ice, you’re awfully warm and mushy inside.”
His face wrinkled up into a wide grin. “And for a healer who’s supposed to be super compassionate, you’re a jerk.”
Seeing my shocked response, he lost it. He was laughing so hard he rolled over on his side, holding his gut.
After he’d settled down, I said, “Do I really come off as a jerk?”
“Nah, I’m just mess’n, man. You called me warm and mushy, so I had to get you back.” After a minute, he added, “This was good.”
 
***
 
I met with Steve next. He didn’t have as much time because he’d been spending a lot of time talking with George to prepare for taking over the Cave Swine. I still took him through the same steps I’d gone through with Trevon. It was interesting to see how Light Magic interacted with Lightning—especially Solar. Instead of destroying one another, they bent and redirected each other in unpredictable patterns. The Life Aspect had actually absorbed Lightning better than I thought but it could still have a harsh effect.
 I’d saved Mel for last because we’d likely be spending more time experimenting than I had with the others.
He’d always been relatively quiet, but it spawned from a lack of confidence. Not that he wasn’t as awkward as most of the other geeks here, but as his confidence grew, he’d gotten on with everyone just fine. So when he gave me a one-word greeting, I knew there was something on his mind.
“What’s up?” I said. “Thinking about returning to the surface?”
“No…” he replied. “It’s kind of dumb.”
“What?”
“It’s just, we’re losing two girls, and now us guys outnumber them.”
“Did you like Melony or Kylie?”
“It’s not that. I’m not ready to deal with a relationship. I was just hoping there would be an option when I was.”
“Did you forget? The Illuminated Cathedral has millions of people. I’d say at least half of them are girls. You’ve got options.”
“Maybe, but—” Holding out his hand, a ball of Dark Magic formed.
“So?” I held up my hand and summoned a Dark Magic ball of my own. “Not all of them are against Dark Magic. Heck, my Embar, Brat, was there the entire time I was talking to one of their Grandmaster Light Mages. I’m sure one day you’ll find the right girl to vice-command your minion army.”
He gave it some serious thought.
After a while, I got us back on track. “So how’d you get your Dark Incubus Form to where you could cast it anytime you wanted to?”
“Oh, I mastered its skull,” he said.
I gave him a questioning look.
As he explained, it became clear that it was an advanced form of Capture Familiar. He studied it and studied it until he fully grasped its form. He’d done the same thing to a lesser extent with his skeleton minions, but not to the point of being able to take their shape. It seemed it was only worth the effort for more powerful creatures.
Before we got too carried away, I started unloading the skulls I had won for him during my time away. I hadn’t brought any of the largest ones I’d seen in the dungeon where I’d wiped out the undead armies, because many of them were gigantic. I’d brought him some skulls from lesser specimens of the same species, though, so he could level them up in time. Among them were the Sonic Lizard and Giant skulls. I told him that there were even better examples of these, and he could get the location from Travis. It just might be worth it for him to take a trip up there to greatly improve his army.
I showed him my own normal Incubus Form and we discussed the distinctions between Blue Magic Forms and his Dark Magic ones. He seemed to steal the creature’s strengths while not changing his entire form. He wore it more like a bionic suit of super armor. I confirmed this through Forced Learn by examining his internal mana while he was changed. I could even pinpoint the Light Magic Core I had given him, as well as his cardiovascular system and the mana-rich blood running through him.
Instead of experimenting for a couple of hours, we had daily sessions for almost a week where we tested Light and Dark Magic against each other, but he also shared my interest in Calamity. 
When I wasn’t with him, I was spending time with Aeris. Sometimes we talked about the Succubi academy, other times the goings-on of Sanctuary, but mostly we just talked about anything else. It was nice to forget about everything, even if it was only for a time…
With any free time I had, I created more orbs, leveled some of my new forms, and ate. I didn’t eat as much meat as I wanted, but there was plenty of bread to go around so I munched on it even though it was unnecessary. It made me feel more normal—more human. I also had a feeling that once I left, it would be a long time before I’d get to eat this way again.
 



Chapter 39 – Geeking Out
On the smallest scale that Mel and I could manage, we joined Dark and Light Magic to watch the cataclysmic reaction for an extended period of time. We kept the reaction about three feet from our faces to stay safe during the experiment. My Light Magic was drawn to a small point the size of a period. His magic was focused to one about the same size. It had taken us a while to match our magics just right so that one didn’t overwhelm the other. The key had been in the ratio of Solar and Life Aspects. 50/50 didn’t cut it, but 60/40 was perfect.
On this scale, neither one of us would run out of mana and it was fairly easy to keep it active. It wasn’t Solar versus Darkness that we were worried about. It was the reaction between Life and Corruption. It was that realization that made observation easier. Eventually, my mind differentiated between the reactions and looked past the first to what really mattered. On a larger scale, you’d see them sizzling apart and both magics dissolving in the air. On the smaller, you could see them join together. When equal in power and proportion, they acted like Decay, except in an accelerated manner. So was there an explosion, or did they just dissolve one another like acid?
It wasn’t clear whether Light and Dark Magic were turned into their simpler magic form during the process or destroyed altogether. I started with the assumption that magic, like energy, can’t be destroyed, but changes to a simpler form in use. I was beginning to think that that wasn’t the case.
During magic use, every spell left residual mana in the air. Some spells were more efficient than others, but all left something. In studying both of our magics separately, we were able to see how much residue each period-sized ball left. When bringing them together, there was less residue, not more. It was possible that Calamity wasn’t a different school of magic at all, but the destruction of mana itself…
When we’d been experimenting for five days in a row and nothing else was revealed, I began to rethink my approach. Even if learning Calamity as my First was impossible, it still might be possible to master the reaction between Light and Dark. Better control over Dark Magic by unlocking it might also be necessary for me to understand Calamity enough to discover it.
How many creatures in the Underworld had unlocked Light and Dark? And how many of them were talented with one and unlocked the other as their First? It was more likely that monsters like the Head Mistress used Blue Magic versions of Light Magic spells. They would probably be more powerful in most cases than if they chose Light Magic as their First. Only if they happened to be talented in Dark and Blue Magic would unlocking Light Magic even make sense. They’d need Blue Magic to get the most use out of unlocked Light Magic in the first place. In that I had an advantage. Zorik had said that the most powerful Succubi and Incubi have only a single talent.
If I unlocked Dark as my First, I’d be among the most proficient with Dark and Light because my Blue Magic would help me boost Dark. Shamash had said that the best I could hope for was 20% Mastery in Dark Magic, but with the help of my Blue Magic it could be as much as 40%. If Calamity did exist, having Light as my Primary and Dark as my First would give me as much as 70% proficiency with it. If there was no other way to unlock Calamity, that would still put me on a level playing ground with anyone else in the Underworld who had unlocked it except for the ultra-rare person that might naturally be talented in it. That’s if such a person could even exist.
Finding anyone with any proficiency with Calamity at all was in the realm of impossibility. From what I could tell, it wasn’t its own alignment—it was the death of magic itself.
“I think your theory is as good as we’re going to get,” Mel said while still watching our magics fight it out.
“So do I,” Shamash said from the other side of the tunnel. He’d been watching us periodically each time we met. More so now that he’d done as I requested and talked to each of the guys about what schools of magic they should consider.
I couldn’t decide whether it was strange or appropriate for Mel to be as comfortable as he was in the lich’s presence. Travis, who had traveled with Shamash for more than a month, was more wary of him than Mel was.
“Are you going to choose Dark Magic then?” Mel said.
I dropped my Light Magic spell and Mel dropped his. “I think that’s the most logical choice if I want to pursue this,” I replied.
“I don’t blame you. If you could learn to control that power… For me, since Light Veins are so difficult to find, I’ll probably go for something else. Maybe Earth Magic so that I can manipulate the battlefield in my favor. Or maybe Blue Magic as a First, but that might be just as hard to find as Light Magic.”
“Either would be excellent choices,” Shamash said. I felt his gaze land upon me. “Are you ready to continue your quest?”
Was I? George and Travis were ready to go and were only waiting for me to tell them it was time. To my pleasant surprise, Trevon had decided to stay.
“Richard,” I said, waiting for him to respond from the Master’s Chamber. “I don’t want to make a scene, so can you private message George and Travis and tell them to meet me here?”
“You got it, boss!” he said a moment later.
I wasn’t trying to sneak away, but instead of a big goodbye with the entire group present, I was going to message them one at a time while I was on the road. Besides, I’d still be in range to talk with them for over one hundred miles and we’d already had the goodbye party two days before.
When Travis and George arrived, I found it difficult to speak. This could be the last time I saw either one of them. I knew it would be the last time I saw George, so I approached him first. He held out his hand and I moved to take it, but instead knocked my skeletal breastplate against his chocolate Earth Armor.
“Chest bump,” I hollered.
It brought a smile to his face, so it was a success. I didn’t know him well, but he worked as hard as anyone in Sanctuary. He’d also shared his expertise and got us set up with the Cave Swine so that we could turn our dungeon into more than just a short-term place to hide. We owed him much.
“Thanks for all you’ve done, man,” I said genuinely.
“It’s been my pleasure,” he replied. “Take care of everyone.”
I promised I would do my best.
Travis was still in his human form with his helmet removed, but the large Metal Armor Leeman had gifted him made it difficult to embrace him. I tried to think of something funny to say, but I was too distracted by the real possibility that he wasn’t coming back.
No words passed between us, but we shared a knowing grin.
They had to go back through the Outer Perimeter on their way out, so I had a feeling there would be a few people there waiting for them.
As they walked away, I saw Travis change into his Werewolf Form before he disappeared around the corner. I felt his grief through Bloodlust’s connection. It hit me like a tidal wave.
I transformed without a second thought to make sure he knew I felt the same. There was a melancholy twinge of joy that cut through the rest of his emotions in response. I couldn’t respond to him with words but knowing was enough to cause a similar reaction in me that I know he felt.
 Waiting a full minute, I changed back to my human form and turned to Mel. “I’ve enjoyed geeking out with you,” I said, offering him my hand.
He took it. “Same.”
“Keep everyone safe while I’m gone, and I’ll be sure to bring you a genuine vampire skull.”
“Deal.”
I watched him go.
“If you want, you can bring me back something as well,” Richard said through a private message.
“You think I’d forget you?” I replied as I walked away from the Head Mistress’s barrier toward my golems and an undead horse named Brat.
“Reminders never hurt.”
“You better enjoy that Metal Armor when Russ finishes it.”
“I’m drooling even thinking about it.”
“And Queen Degima. Feed her a Fire Orb if she starts acting weird. She’s our guest, so if she wants to leave, don’t try to stop her.”
“No problem. I think she has a crush on Khun, so whatever. Be safe.”
 Transforming into my Incubus Form, I straddled Brat and sat there staring back the way I’d just come. I’d been home, or as close to it as I could get, for six days. It had gone too fast. If it weren’t for Aeris asking me to stay longer, I’d be who knows where by now.
“Leaving is the only way to keep this place truly safe,” Shamash said.
“Then let’s go,” I said, and turned my Embar to head out. Besides a detour or two, next stop, the Vampire Gate.
“Aeris, I’m leaving,” I said, hoping to connect with her. “What are you up to?”
 



Chapter 40 – My First
Shamash directed me to a Dark Vein that was out of the way so that any of my Light Magic use would remain undetected by the monsters at the Vampire Gate. Which was good, because Shamash wanted me to use this dungeon as a test run for how I was going to handle the Vampire Guards. It was still within the radius of Richard’s communication ability, so I hadn’t had to say goodbye to Aeris yet. That day was soon approaching.
Stepping foot into the Dark Magic Dungeon, I saw that the place had been laid waste. Dark Ore tended to grow in spikey crystal-like formations with one towering pike that grew above all the rest. These ore formations had once heavily populated the grand cavern of this dungeon, but they were all shattered and flung across the stony floor. Our hope for a test run was denied. All of the creatures in the dungeon ran at the first sign of me. None of them were worth chasing down.
“That’s rather disappointing,” the lich said. “But you’ve had plenty of practice with the other Dark Magic Dungeons. You’ll just have to remember to not hold back. We must be vigilant here. The lack of monsters can only mean that someone cleared this dungeon recently. Let’s make our way to the vein quickly. Your golems and Embar should work as a good first line of defense, but if we’re attacked, you’ll have to fight during the unlocking process. It can be dangerous for you, but your refined mana will give you more control over the Aether as it enters your system, allowing you to overwhelm it if necessary. Worst case, you’ll have to start over if you’re interrupted.”
I walked with the lich to the back of the room where a barely elevated mound rose up and held the Dark Vein at its center. This dungeon would offer no natural protection in case I was attacked.
Standing a step away from the Dark Vein’s outer orbit, I watched periodic black sparks travel from droplet to droplet, then back to the pillar. All that I needed to begin the process was to touch one of the Aether droplets with my finger.
“Remember, this is Aether and not mana,” Shamash said. “It will not have the same reaction as when Dark Mana meets Light. The process will not be a comfortable one, though. It is contrary to your nature to take this Aether in. In a very real sense, it needs to burn its way into your system and leave an everlasting scar.”
“What can I do to speed up the process?” I replied.
“Touch the Aether twice. Once with either hand. It will speed up the first stage of the process, but after that, it is up to you to take it from there. As much as you might want to transform to a Dark Magic Form, don’t. It will undo any work that the Aether has begun. You must let it affect your true body.”
I glanced back and saw that my golems were in place, and Brat was kicking at a large ore-rich rock on the ground for the fun of it. Remembering Travis’s unlocking, I found a place where I could sit down and be fairly comfortable. I just hoped this didn’t take days.
Leaning forward, I touched the Dark Magic droplet closest to me with the index finger of my right hand. Like a singeing syrup, the Aether attached itself to me as I drew back. I felt it try to push its way into my system. For the moment, I held it at bay. Reaching out my other hand, I touched another droplet with my left index finger and retreated to the place I’d chosen to sit.
The next step was simple, but not easy to do. I needed to let the Aether invade my system, going against my every instinct. Taking a deep breath, I pulled my mana away from my fingertips and let the Aether progress. Pulling back my mana had a second effect of pulling some of the Aether with it. Perhaps this was going to take less time than I thought if I could handle the burning sensation.
Instead of letting my mana relax and return to its natural flow, I began to circulate the mana around my core. My proficiency with the exercise had grown to the point of being second nature. I could speed it up and slow it down at will. Churning my mana had the desired effect. I sucked the Aether through my hand and down into my arms until it had entered the whirlpool of mana in my gut. I could feel it trace a path of shocking tingles, which was sharp and painful as it traveled down my arm and chest, and into my stomach region.
As I spun my mana faster, the Aether spread out like a flung poison, flooding my body with the burning sensation. It was like a wave of nausea that brought up stomach acid into the back of my throat and seeped into the rest of me. As the Aether burned toward my heart, I had to spin my mana even faster to suppress the urge to block its path. It was even worse as the sensation entered my mind. I hadn’t had a headache since my Light Magic had been unlocked. This one seemed determined to make up for all that I’d missed.
The one place that I kept guard upon was my Light Core. It wasn’t connected directly to my cardiovascular system, but in the open space where my body normally stored fat. Shamash had warned me of the effect Aether would have on my core. It was easier than I expected to keep the Aether away from it because of its density of mana.
The Aether had fully saturated my system, and after a few minutes the burning, and my headache, started to dull. I wasn’t sure if it was because my body was growing numb to protect my sanity, or if I was beginning to absorb the Dark Aether.
“That was more reckless than I expected, but you’ve completed the first stage in record time,” I heard Shamash say.
When had I closed my eyes?
“The Aether has attached itself to your system,” he continued. “Now it’s just a matter of the Aether merging with you. Alternate the speed of your mana rotation to send slow waves of mana rippling throughout your body. It should help with the pain while not slowing down the process.”
My experience with mana manipulation had greatly sped up the first stage of the process, so of course, it hadn’t taken me as long as Travis who had been a novice during his unlocking. Shamash had needed to instruct him repeatedly for days before we’d even made it to the Metal Vein.
The second part of unlocking, even with the lich’s direction, was different from the first. I’d hoped there was something I’d be able to do to speed it up, but all that Shamash’s advice did was make it more bearable. All that I could do was wait.
And wait I did. After a few hours of nothing but circulating my mana, I asked Shamash if it would be unwise to create some orbs as I waited. He agreed that it would be fine as long as I didn’t tap into my body’s mana, so I’d have to rely on only my mana regeneration. With over 200,000 Mana Per Minute, that wasn’t a problem. I’d just have to limit myself to creating Advanced Orbs or lesser ones.
It was impossible to say how much time passed. I’d spoken to Aeris before about how long it could take, and she knew she’d have to wait before we could speak again.
The pain disappeared after a while—replaced by a constant pressure. In the end, I’d expected some great event or a thread of enlightenment, but instead, I got a common popup.
You have Unlocked Dark Magic!
 
“How long have I been out?” I said, looking up at the lich.
“Two days,” he said with his arms wrapped around his back. “Take your time getting up. Remember that even with Dark Magic unlocked, you must take the same precautions as before. Go ahead and experiment with your new magic.”
Climbing to my feet, I channeled mana into my skeletal armor to buff it up to Skeletal Titan’s Defense. It would offer at least some protection. I already knew that Dark Magic worked the same way that Light Magic did. There were no elemental skill trees, only a single spell that all other manipulations of the magic were based on. Looking at Dark Magic’s information page, I saw that the spell was called Corrupt.
I wasn’t as hesitant as I was before to cast Dark Magic in my human form, but I still took a cautious approach. Holding up my heavily armored hand, I cast Corrupt into the air. A pathetic little bolt of Dark Magic shot up a few feet from my hand before dissipating into nothing. So this was the power of a level 1 Dark Mage with a Light Magic Alignment. My Blue Magic Shadow Bolt was many times stronger. This thing wouldn’t wake a sleeping Wererat.
“Don’t be discouraged,” Shamash said, floating up beside me. “If you had unlocked this when you first entered the Underworld it would have taken you months to get to the Intermediate Rank. It will take time for you to advance even now, but with your vast mana pool, strong mana manipulation, and Dark Magic Forms, we should be able to get you there in a couple of days. Remember, to master both Light and Dark defies the laws of magic. You’ll have to work ten times harder to advance Dark Magic as you did Light. Maybe one hundred times. Keep in mind why you chose this path and you’ll be fine.”
“Should I try to get my Dark Magic to the Advanced Rank before taking on the Vampire Gate?” I said.
“Intermediate will be enough for you to create a decent Shadow Cloak for stealth and practical purposes. It will also be sufficient for you to begin your experiments with Light and Dark. Even with your mana pool, it will still take you weeks to reach Advanced at the quickest possible rate. Months are more likely. That is the end goal, but not necessary for the Vampire Gate.”
“Will it not be possible for me to Master Dark Magic?”
“It’s possible. It will require help from your Blue Magic Forms. I have no way to gauge how long it will take. Normally, it would be impossible.”
“Where do we start?”
“Show me what 200,000 Mana Per Minute looks like.”
Despite a crazy amount of excess mana channeled to Corrupt, I was at most able to create a bolt of Dark Magic lightning that was thirty feet long. The purple-black energy shot forward like a Dark Magic tesla coil that spread out its electrifying fingers the further they reached from my hand. Even with over 10,000 Intelligence and Wisdom, manipulating the low-level Dark Magic was near impossible at first. The difficulty of control was not something I’d expected. Controlling Light Magic, and even Blue Magic versions of other schools of magic, had always come easily to me.
As my Dark Magic leveled, control became easier. I could focus the bolt to extend further from my body or widen the web of Dark Magic to create a close-range area of effect spell. It took a day for it to reach level 30, and once it did I had a good jump in control. I could focus it into a beam, or a large ball of energy. Shamash directed me on how to calm the sizzling effect so that I could use it to heal my Embar.
Brat had stayed busy by running off any creatures that happened into the dungeon. He didn’t need healing, but I needed to be ready for the day that he might. Having to resummon him each time he got injured was inefficient and took time to cast.
During my power leveling, Aeris and I spoke often. We both ignored the coming day that I would have to leave Richard’s communication radius, but I felt it growing close. How could she not be feeling it as well?
When I finally reached the Intermediate Rank three and a half days later, I was capable of the necessary manipulation for both healing and cloaking myself with Dark Magic. It was possible to do most of the same things with my Blue Magic Dark spells Shadow Bolt and Dark Shroud, but at the Intermediate Rank, my Dark Magic was starting to outperform the Blue Magic versions of spells. That became even more apparent when casting Corrupt in my Incubus Form. A Dark Magic Form nearly doubled my Dark Magic’s effectiveness.
I left the dungeon while Aeris was telling me about her day. I traveled for another day and a half before I reached the extent of Richard’s ability.
In our goodbyes, Aeris said exactly what I expected her to say. She loved me and encouraged me to take my time to do what I needed to do in the safest manner possible. I knew her well enough to know that there was more going on than she said. Her dilemma wasn’t time-sensitive exactly, but it was draining her conviction like a leech. I’d seen her mood improve during the short time we’d had together, but I feared the moment I was out of range she’d become dispirited once again. Who knew what bottomless pit that led to…
I had to say something. “Aeris. I don’t know exactly what is going on, and I won’t force you to tell me, but if at all possible, stop. If not, tell me the truth. How much trouble are you in?”
 She giggled, even though I knew it was forced. “I’m okay, really. I’m not in any trouble, it’s just that training is exhausting. It was easier when I had someone around to heal my exhaustion any time I needed it.”
I played along with her excuse but knew it wasn’t true. Not entirely, at least.
“When I return,” I said, “you better have your dress picked out because I don’t know if I’ll be able to wait any longer to get married.”
“I might already have a few in mind that I’m trying to decide between,” she teased.
“Well, I might have a surprise or two when I return that might encourage you to decide quicker.”
“You’re resorting to bribery now?”
“Absolutely.”
“Then you better make it good.”
The wind seemed to have been sucked out of our sails. Even our banter lacked the life it normally had. What made things even worse was that Mistress Nava’s human group was giving the girls from Sanctuary a hard time. She didn’t go into detail, but it was just another thing adding to her plate. It seemed that eventually we would have to deal with them. 
When I took that first step out of Richard’s territory, I felt like there was something that I hadn’t said even if I wasn’t sure what it was.
It wasn’t a monster or Shamash that ripped my attention from my musing, but a portal that appeared directly in my path.
“Did you think I wouldn’t find out?” Lilith said, stepping out of the portal wearing a sleeveless gown of black.
I felt Shamash flee back several paces and bow his head. It looked like he would be of little help.
After just saying bye to Aeris, the girl the Head Mistress had personally taken from my reach, I wasn’t exactly in the mood for pleasantries. “You see and hear everything we do. How could you not know?” Noticing the grit in my voice, I remembered who I was talking to and dropped my glare to the floor. I couldn’t bring myself to apologize, but I wasn’t in the mood for torture or death either.
She ignored my spiteful response and instead said, “Then explain it to me. What makes you think I’d allow any of you to return to the surface?”
“Because even if a few are returning, those of us staying have decided to stay of our own free will. We have the opportunity to leave, and we choose you. You don’t have to worry about us fleeing anymore. Making the others stay will only drive a wedge between those you’ve won over and yourself.”
“I’d like to believe that.”
“I’m not saying that we’re happy. Even if it is for our benefit, you separated us after we’d grown to rely on one another. If you let this happen, those of us staying will have a better time accepting it.”
“Do you believe that? That I did this for your benefit?”
I looked up and really looked at her for the first time since she stepped out of the portal. Her charm had lost its effect on me long ago. Even the greatest beauty can be tainted by a person’s character. She looked like she was asking with sincerity. I couldn’t believe what my eyes told me.
“I believe that it will be a benefit to our growth in power,” I said.
Regardless of how earnest she seemed, I couldn't trust that she wanted what was best for us, and not just what was best for herself. Yet, why did she choose to play these games? Why didn’t she just command the others not to leave? We were fearful enough of her to obey. Why did she wait until now to confront the problem? Travis and the others had already left. She could have stopped them from leaving weeks ago when we first discussed it. One moment she seemed reasonable and the next she was a monstrous tyrant. What would she choose to be this time?
“I have already delivered Kylie and Melony to your friends. They will travel with them to the Illuminated Cathedral and leave with them.” She watched intently for my reaction to her words.
How was I supposed to react? My heart leaped in my chest that she wouldn’t stop them and that the girls that wanted to leave would be allowed to. My gut had a completely different reaction. It tensed up and begged my brain to look for her hidden agenda. 
“Thank you, Head Mistress,” I said, bowing my head. I was afraid that if I said more I’d cause more problems than I solved.
“Finish this task for me, Elorion, and you and Aeris will be reunited,” she replied.
Was she trying to reassure me? “Head Mistress, if I may?”
“Go ahead.”
“I worry for Aeris. Something in her training seems to be affecting her desire to fight.”
“She has chosen to join the top of her class in executing prisoners. She is free to stop at any time. It can be a great boost for her at her level. I am not forcing her. Is that what you are asking?”
“No.” No wonder she was disheartened. Killing mobs to grow your level was one thing, but killing prisoners meant she was probably killing humanoids. I could understand why she might conclude that she had no other choice. She was leveling at an extreme rate compared to the other girls. She was doing something that went against her better judgment because she saw it as the only way. “I will complete this task for you.”
“Very well. Elorion, I have great plans for your future. Take full advantage of your lich’s wisdom. I look forward to your return.” With that, she turned and stepped into the portal, which disappeared behind her.
The moment she was gone, Shamash’s voice sounded in my head where she couldn’t hear. “Beware. Her intentions are not solely what they seem.”
“What are they?” I thought, willing him to hear my response.
“I can’t be sure. We are caught in a game in which we don’t know the rules. Hopefully, knowing that will be enough.”
“Hopefully.”
The question as to whether I would stay in the vampires’ realm to slowly grow my level had become even more muddled. Aeris could only go against her conscience for so long before it would have far-reaching effects. It could already be too late. Staying away for too long could be the very thing that drove her past her breaking point.
I considered retracing my steps to speak with her one more time, but I believed the Head Mistress when she said that Aeris had chosen to participate in the executions. If she were making such a sacrifice and didn’t want me knowing about it, I wouldn’t force the issue. Instead, I needed to push myself even harder.
“How long until we reach the Vampire Gate?” I said aloud.
“Three days if we approach carefully, which I highly suggest we do,” the lich replied. “Use your Incubus Form and go into full stealth mode. They won’t be as alarmed if they noticed a Dark Mage sneaking around outside their territory, but a Light Mage will cause them to lock everything down.”
Without another word, I transformed as he said, casting Shadow Cloak, Invisibility, cushioned my feet with Rog’s Fog, and channeled mana into my Wind Mirror Ring. I unsummoned Brat, wondering for a moment if I should use my golems to cause a diversion at the Vampire Gate. Instead, I unsummoned them and they fell into piles of rock. I had enough ore on me to summon more if I needed to. From my experience with the Dark Magic Dungeons, they would only get in the way.
 



Chapter 41 – Everything
I approached the Vampire Gate alone. Shamash had long ago persuaded me that my stealth, as impressive as it was, wasn’t enough to sneak past the Tammaro family guards. They weren’t the most powerful lineage, but their ability to see through invisibility was of the highest level.
There was still a mile between me and the Vampire Gate. I was already in the main tunnel that headed straight into its main entrance. There was no reason to worry about patrols being this far out, but I did need to keep an eye out for travelers coming from the gate. With each step, the beating of my heart seemed to pound louder. Mana Sight was at full power, slowing time to my perceptions, which only put even more strain on my nerves. Victory and survival depended upon one thing. Catching the enemy by surprise.
Knowing that this day would come, I’d contemplated a thousand plans for how to best achieve that goal. Each one was more complex than the last. I had so many Shapeshifting Forms to work with, and so many elements and sub-elements to pull from that the possibilities were quite staggering. Each plan had the same problem. It depended upon the inaction of trained soldiers. It was possible for any number of my plans to work, but I had no idea how proficient or disciplined the vampires would be. In the end, I settled on the most straightforward approach possible. It wouldn’t require me to rely on a distraction that may or may not work. The only question left was, when should I drop Invisibility and begin?
I’d spoke to the lich at length about the Tammaro family’s spotting abilities. He’d never worked with them directly, so his practical knowledge was lacking, but he’d heard much about this Vampire Gate during his time with Lord Darius. The vampire’s pride could have embellished some of what he’d said, but Darius, as much as he was capable, was honest with Shamash while he was in his service. The lich was a great source of wisdom for even the most arrogant nobles, and Darius wasn’t a complete fool. He knew the lich’s advice was only as good as the information given to him.
Creeping forward as silently as possible, I felt the seconds stretch and drag. Not only was I unsure if my stealth would hold but I had no way to know for sure if the vampires possessed some form of Invisibility that Mana Sight wouldn’t see through. Shamash said that it was unlikely, but it was possible nonetheless. Vampires had an aptitude for Darkness Magic that other Monster races did not. It was why they were weaker against Solar Magic than the average Dark Magic monster, but also made them naturally competent with all forms of concealment.
As I neared, the tunnel in which I traveled became dimmer and dimmer until all light seemed to be sucked away. It didn’t affect me directly because of my reliance on Mana Sight, but it was a sure sign that I was almost there. The gate’s hall that led up to the gate was like a grand station where many tunnels intersected. This grand hall was made of forged Dark Ore that was so pure that it gave off its own aura to help shroud the room in absolute Darkness. This was why I was so apprehensive while still at a distance. The Vampire Gate was designed to bolster the ability of the monsters guarding it and could ruin my plan before it got started.
Through Mana Sight, the world became filled with purple and black. The endless shades of grey all blended into one as the light of the world dimmed. The tunnel floor changed from worn stone to paved shadow. The Forged Dark Ore’s aura was so powerful it seemed to drive away the other forms of mana in the air until Dark was all that was left. Thankfully, the Dark Mana in the air wasn’t that dense, or I feared changing to one of my Light Magic Forms could be disastrous.
I could feel the power of the Tammaro family guards like a mighty wind that blew through the tunnel to oppose me. I was still a half-mile away and the tunnel hadn’t straightened out so there was no line of sight. This feeling was familiar, but much more pressing than the numerous Dark Magic Dungeons that I’d cleared. It was similar to the much greater concentration of mana that Lord Darius, Mistress Nava, and the Head Mistress possessed. I knew none of these vampires would be on that level, but even the least of them would be equal to me in power. Many would be twice my level, and their captain would be level 20,000 at least. Sixty vampires were waiting for me with enough power to end my quest before I was able to take my first step onto the Cavern Level.
My pace sped. It wasn’t Mistress Nava that awaited me, but the excessive Dark Mana stirred up the animosity inside me like a spoon to a witch’s brew. I was conscious of the effect my emotions were having upon me, but I didn’t squelch them. Instead, I added salt to the mixture to increase its boiling point. By the time I reached the place in the tunnel where it straightened out, I was frothing at the edge—almost foaming over the brim.
Time Crawl skidded the world to a stop. It was like taking the kettle off the fire to temporarily calm its turbulence. The tunnel hadn’t just straightened, but its walls and ceiling changed as the floor had a few hundred feet behind me. It was like looking down a corridor of living shadow. Only Mana Sight gave me the subtlest hint that two monstrous guards stood to either side of its mouth at the opening of the room.
As time returned to normal, I slipped back out of sight, returning the kettle to the flames. Shadow and Dark fell away from my Form as Rog worked as a transitional state before the flare of my Solar Form cut through the bleakness that surrounded me.
Aeris, I’m coming.
Taking a step around the corner, I was already channeling mana into my palms. The Solar Aspect Mana that erupted from my hands was so compact that the streams of mana were visible to the naked eye. My mana plunged into the heart of a newborn Artificial Sun. Like the final sunrise at the end of time, the light sliced through the darkness as my Solar Magic expanded to fill the tunnel in seconds.
I hadn’t been wrong to overestimate the vampires’ response. A volley of over a dozen bolts glowed like purple torches the moment before they rocketed toward me.
My Artificial Sun began to move forward like a rolling boulder. I drove it faster. The tunnel around me was already beginning to crack, but I didn’t slow the flood of mana being channeled into it. The vampires’ initial assault was devoured in my Sun’s mass.
If the Vampire Gate came down around me and crushed us all, so be it. Shamash had spent the last couple months afraid I’d hold back when only my everything would do. Even if he was a mile away, I’d make him feel my progress.
The Artificial Sun reached the gate’s entrance and beamed through it with no resistance. 
I was there a moment later in my Solar Form’s glowing brilliance. Light Vision allowed me to see through the brightness when others could not. Looking from side to side, I saw the two guards I’d first seen now lying there with smoke rising from their fallen forms. Using Solar’s speed buff to its full advantage, I sprinted past them, keeping pace with the house-sized globe of Solar power. It was still gaining speed and size when I almost ran into a vampire guard that had been standing directly in its path. He was standing motionless except for the smoke rising off of him. A direct hit had cooked him where he stood. With a nudge from my shoulder, he teetered over. I was gone before he hit the ground.
Magic from multiple schools began appearing throughout the grand hall. My Solar Magic cut through the wall’s aura, revealing the room’s secrets. The gigantic gothic columns weren’t as tall as Shamash had described them, but they held up a ceiling nearly two hundred feet high and were enclosed by walls just as wide. The vampires’ attacks came from all directions, including some from above.
I wasn’t an easy target to hit with 5,600 Dexterity, my Solar Speed Buff, and the light of my Artificial Sun blinding their eyes. With the immense energy coming off of my Sun, none of their attacks flew directly for me. They were unable to see well enough to pinpoint my location. My plan was working. I’d caught them off guard and was almost in position to do the most damage.
Reaching the room’s center, I came to a skidding stop. My Artificial Sun stopped with me. With my hands in the air, I stood under the mass of Solar Magic and willed it to rise higher into the middle of the room. It had only been seconds since I’d stepped around the corner to begin my assault but channeling the full extent of what my refined mana provided me, 25,209,495 MP, was not an immediate thing. The most mana I’d ever manipulated was 5,000,000, a fifth of what was now available. Even the Mana Cannon we’d built to protect Sanctuary against Mistress Nava only focused 8,000,000 MP at the most.
What was even more incredible was that I had no need to use Solar Mage as a partial Form. With 10,000 Intelligence and Wisdom, I could gain the full benefit of its effect on Solar Magic. My control over this Aspect of Life Magic was at its peak.
I was surrounded by vampire soldiers in obsidian mail. Their black cloaks disintegrated, but their armor didn’t melt or fume as the refined Dark Ore of the room itself did. It offered them decent protection, even against Solar Magic, but my light found every crack. Many of them lacked helmets or faceplates under what was left of their cloaks, and those that had them did their best to avert their eyes. The higher level vampires tried blocking the Light with their own magic or even items they’d had tucked away. Dozens of them dropped wordlessly to the ground. Others screamed.
Most that remained standing were fighting back. The vampires’ spells were deflected or disintegrated when they came into contact with the denser mass of Light Magic of my Artificial Sun. It was simple really. Regardless of the school of magic, except in rare cases, enough of any one kind of magic would overwhelm all others. Their spells had little effect against my own, but I felt that that was about to change. 
Their silence, or lack of communication, filled me with hope at first, but then multiple spells rose up throughout the room. They didn’t attack but let them build. Then I realized that they knew. The best way to combat my magic was to attack it with an even larger body of mana. Without a word, they acted as one and their true expertise was revealed. How many hours had they practiced similar scenarios? How many years? Their smaller attacks had ceased altogether, and I now felt twenty or more spells being prepared. Even though I’d gotten a head start by beginning my channeling first, with their numbers they’d quickly overtake me and overmatch my spell.
For a moment, I doubted. Should I have taken a different approach? I already knew the answer. Even with a distraction, I’d have run into this same problem. It was always going to be my magic against theirs. I had one chance. I had to kill them before their counter was ready. If not, I was going to die.
Against my better judgment, I willed my Artificial Sun to drop lower toward me from the middle of the room. It wasn’t a huge help, but it would speed the time it took for my mana to reach my spell even if it put me in danger. Besides my Solar Form’s ability to get the most out of my Solar Magic, it also helped protect me from my magic, but where was the line?
Even my vision was distorted from the excessive light, but I could see the faint glow of Fire, Darkness, Wind, and Ice. A great swelling of Dark Magic dwarfed the rest of the opposing magic in the room. It came from over by the foot of the stairs that led up to the Cavern Level. It could only have come from the Vampire Captain. It seemed fitting that he stood in front of me about one hundred feet away. I had little doubt that his spell would be the one that landed my death blow.
I hadn’t been able to channel even half of my mana yet. My Artificial Sun just wasn’t growing fast enough. If I pushed too hard it would kill me, wouldn’t it? Why weren’t the vampires dying? Was this the real challenge Shamash had been warning me about? To push my mana any harder would likely kill me, but to hold back would lead to certain death. Had he constantly pressured me to give my everything because he knew this would happen, or had he thought I’d be able to win with my current abilities? Many of the vampires had already succumbed to my Light. With time, the rest would fall as well. It was impossible to know. There was only one choice.
I said my goodbyes to Aeris and my friends before closing my eyes. In my Solar Mage Form, my eyelids didn’t block out the light but painted my vision with a sheet of photons. I began to squeeze against the resistance that limited my channeling. All comfort left my body as it felt like I was swelling and going to pop. I was starting to shake, but it wasn’t from the tremors of human muscle. The photons of my Solar Body were being energized. The vibrations grew more violent as I neared a breaking point.
Opening my eyes, I found that I couldn’t see. It wasn’t light from the Artificial Sun that was blinding me, but my body itself was giving off so much light that everything around me was saturated with it. The vibrations grew faster, but their wavelength narrowed, giving me a moment of hope that my body would stabilize. Then I was devoured as my body erupted.
At that moment, I was changed. My consciousness had yet to fade in full as life left me. I felt my mana’s shackles lifted as it rushed upward into my Artificial Sun in a short burst. I had no body. There was only light. I’d given the spell everything and was left in utter exhaustion. I felt my consciousness drifting away.
A single beat, like that from a failing heart, thumped throughout my spirit. I wasn’t sure if I heard or felt it since I wasn’t sure if any of my body remained. Some part of me was fighting to live on. There was another thump, then another, until the world rushed back to me all at once. My Solar Body had reformed, but I’d lost my connection with the Artificial Sun. 
It was everywhere. I wasn’t sure if it had grown so large that I was standing inside it, or if it was giving off so much light that the room was drowning in it. How I was living and standing in its wake—I lacked comprehension. Even more incredible was that it was self-sustaining, if only for a moment. It was a few seconds before the light blinked out and I sensed the lack of opposing magic.
The room came into focus and I saw the impact of my Light Magic on the crafted Dark Ore floor, walls, and pillars. They had been corroded and lost most of their aura. Glancing around, it wasn’t just in one place, but the entire room had been scorched.
I quickly found the Vampire Captain still on his feet with smoke billowing off his figure. The shiny finish of his obsidian armor had been eroded by the light into grainy sandpaper. I absorbed a Minor Light Orb while there was still hope, and cast Forced Learn with what little mana I’d begun to recover. Through the Captain’s open-faced helmet there was enough left of him for the spell to work.
He’d taken great damage, but once inside his flow of mana, everything I thought I knew about the monster races was turned on its head. What was staring back at me was a struggling cardiovascular system flowing with Dark Mana-filled blood and a Master Dark Magic Orb. This vampire had both. What’s more, the mana flowing through his blood was unique compared to all that I had seen except for one other time. When I’d used Forced Learn on Lord Darius.
Using it on Lord Darius had been my first time using Creature Observation in that manner. I’d had so little knowledge of magic that I’d been distracted by the vampire’s devastating power and hadn’t taken in all that I could. It was a chance to steal his essence before I knew what an essence even was, and I had failed.
Turning my attention back to the Vampire Captain’s existence in the Mana Realm, there was much that reminded me of Lord Darius, but there was also a distinct difference. At first, I’d thought my memory was sugar-coated because he was my first, but a second look made it clear that wasn’t the case. The Captain’s mana was mixed with his blood, but Lord Darius’s mana had been one with it. That’s why I hadn’t associated Darius’s mana with his blood at all.
So as not to make the same mistake I’d made with Lord Darius, I focused my attention on taking in everything there was to learn from the Vampire Captain. It was then that I discovered the truth about why vampires were unique.
Shamash had said that they naturally possessed more Darkness Aspect than Corruption. That had been an understatement. His mana was 80% Darkness and 20% Corruption. No wonder they were so weak against Solar. As I examined it, I was mystified by what I saw. The Darkness in his blood had been refined into a liquified state. Was this change in form the reason he was able to resist better than the others? I needed to get my hands on his Dark Orb because there had to be something unique about it. It might hold clues to how I could unlock Corruption Magic.
Stepping back to get an overall look, I ripped my focus from his form in the mana realm when I realized his blood was no longer leaking from his body. He was regenerating.
I tried casting Time Crawl, but its cooldown timer wasn’t up. Spinning around in a quick search for other vampires that might still be alive, I reverted to my human form to utilize Mana Sight but it revealed only corpses with dissipating mana. I needed to take care of the Captain before he regenerated, then I’d do another search.
I hadn’t recovered much mana, but I launched Laser across the room and aimed it at his head. He’d recovered enough to shift his weight out of the way.
He began to channel his Dark Magic into a massive spell. I was practically out of mana, but he certainly hadn’t used all of his.
Taking off at a sprint, I began to change. There were a hundred feet between us.
Bolts of black lightning leaped from the growing mass of a spell he was summoning and struck the floor all around.
Primordial Cat Form took shape when I was three-quarters of the way there.
It didn’t seem like he could see me. His eyes remained charred. He was certainly able to feel me though, for his massive spell began to move.
With one last stride, I pounced.
His spell soared over my head and he staggered like an uncoordinated zombie as I pummeled into him with my claws and teeth. 
His fist struck with such force that it sunk deep into the magma on the side of my head. Even when almost dead, he was ridiculously powerful.
Clamping down with all my might, I tore into him with my teeth. I jerked him off the floor and shook him savagely. Unlike when face off with Amilia and Leeman, this time I didn’t stop until I’d finished the job.
There was a Dark Magic explosion from somewhere behind me. It pushed me forward, but I didn’t dare let him go even though I was sure he was already dead.
Like a tiger cornered by an unknown adversary, I stalked around the room ready to fight whatever hopped out. I’d cruised around the perimeter three times before I let myself believe that it was finally over. It was still many minutes before I completely calmed down an released the Vampire Captain’s corpse. I left him lying in his pool of blood.
Back in my Incubus Form, I began studying my popups while I cast Drain on the room with 200,000 MP.
Vampire Form
Bloodline: Inferior
Level: 1
Cost: 5,000 Mana Per Second
(500 with buffs)
Strength: +500
Dexterity: +500
Intelligence: +500
Special Abilities: Vampire’s Might, Night Vision, Shadow Step, Bat Form…
 
Next Level:
Cost: 4,960 Mana Per Second (496 with buffs)
+5 Strength
+5 Dexterity
+5 Intelligence
 
In many ways, Vampire Form was underwhelming. It offered very little in stat buffs, although it did offer a rare Intelligence Buff. The special abilities it gave me I already had. Curious. It did make me wonder if having Vampire’s Might as a spell and in a Form would allow me to double-dip and gain stats from mobs I’d already fully tapped. Since there was a limit to how many stats I could take from any one mob type, this might let me go beyond that and even double the stats I could steal from them. I doubted it, but it was worth testing out.
The most interesting part about the Form was notes underneath the basic explanation.
Note: Your Vampire Form does not Rank Up as most Forms do. It doesn’t even have to reach its maximum level to Rank Up during the beginning ranks. This changes after reaching Trueblood. In order to Rank Up, you must use Vampire’s Might on vampires with purer blood
Inferior Bloodline explained. At this Rank, your blood is diluted. You have no trace amounts of a Trueblood vampire. This means that you were a vampire that was made, and not born. The more Trueblood you leech with Vampire’s Might, the purer your blood will become. Your Rank will go up as well as your power.
 
Was that the difference between Lord Darius and the Vampire Captain? Was Lord Darius a Trueblood Vampire and the Captain Inferior? That might explain the discrepancy in how mana mingled with their blood.
So to Rank Up my Vampire Form, I just needed to drain other vampires while in the Form. That would be easy enough. Too bad I’d already cast Drain on the room. The power of 60 vampires was already filling me.
+519 Str
+499 Dex
+1,417 Int
+789 Wis
 
I hadn’t even looked at the levels I’d received, and it was already the biggest take of mind specific stats I’d ever had. Returning to Vampire Captain’s corpse, I used my skeletal tail to reach in and yank out his Master Dark Orb. It was certainly different than any of the Dark Orbs I’d ever seen.
There was a Blue Magic ability outside the Form. Vampire Draw was the vampire form of Succubi’s Caress. I wasn’t planning on leveling it because there really was little difference. So much so that I couldn’t distinguish a single distinction between them besides the name when I quickly tested them.
“Elorion,” Shamash hissed as he sped into the room. He came to a stop a few feet from my face. “We must move quickly up the stairs and find a place to hide on the Cavern Level. You’ll need to refine your mana again before you’re ready for another fight.”
The lich’s gaze was heavy on my face.
“Are we going to loot them?” I said. “Take their orbs?”
“No. This isn’t like slaughtering a group of beasts. This will soon be an active crime scene. The more disturbance we make, the more they will be able to learn about us.”
I held up the Vampire Captain’s Core. “Should I put this back?”
“Don’t bother, but we must go. Use your Incubus Form for now because it hides your Light Magic well. We will go quickly at first but be ready to cast your stealth abilities at any moment. Now, follow me.”
He flew up the stairs at a breakneck pace. I managed to keep up well enough. While using Mana Sight, I was able to check my level and pump my stats into Wisdom. I wasn’t disappointed. 
Elorion
Character Sheet
Level: 5,897
Health Points: 563,716
Current Mana:
Refined Mana:  0
Base Mana: 5,750,399
Mana Per Minute: 240,170(4,002.83 Per Second)
Attributes
Strength: 6,500
Dexterity: 6,174 
Constitution: 5,344
Intelligence: 11,417
Wisdom: 24,017
 
I’d gained 1,176 levels in a single battle. It didn’t seem like a lot after killing a level 20,000 monster. I couldn’t complain about the 700,000 additional MP and the 40,000 MPM.
My Refined Mana was just beginning to replenish as I exercised my core as we ran. I was starting to see why playing the long game might take so long. Even if I hit outposts like this, vampires between levels 5,000 and 20,000 would only get me so far. And between each fight, I’d have to take the time to refine my mana to be at full power for the next one.
 
***
 
It was two days before we stopped running. Unlike the Dungeon Level, the Cavern Level was truer to its name than I ever imagined. Instead of tunnels snaking throughout the earth, the Cavern Level was like one big open cavern as far as the eye could see. There were walls and side paths, and most of this region was dark, but it resembled more of a moonlit night on the surface than the Dungeon Level. There was so much room.
We found a cave at the base of one of the area’s underground mountains, and Shamash sealed it off so that I could change back to my human form and focus on Refining Mana. Only when he stopped did he finally congratulate me.
“Why didn’t you tell me I was able to channel all my mana at once in my Solar Form?” I said a while later.
He woodenly shook his head. “I didn’t know exactly what would happen. Only that Light Mages were capable of something similar when the Illuminated Cathedral was at full power. This is one instance where the legends were less than the reality.”
“So you knew I’d survive?”
“I knew there was danger, but no, I didn’t think it would kill you. If Light Mages had commonly blown themselves up in the past, I would have told you about it. Your True Forms seemed to allow you to become one with each Aspect of Light Magic. It was mana sickness that made you feel as if your life was slipping away.”
“So what’s next?”
“Lord Darius’s manor is in the city of Persepolis. It is close by, but it has a population of over 100,000. With your Vampire Form, it may be possible to deceive your way in, but you’ll need to reach the rank of Trueblood at the least for it to work. There is also the possibility of sneaking in, but it would take even longer for you to build the skill to pull that off. There is also my preferred route.”
“Which is?” I said when he didn’t continue.
“Become powerful enough that you can leave the city in ruin and take what you want by force.”
My first inclination was to make a joke to lighten the mood, but it wasn’t Travis I was speaking with. This wasn’t dark humor. The lich was being serious. 
He left me to the mana refining process as I thought about what he’d said. It made me think of Travis who was probably going to be nearing the end of his road soon. With Kylie delivered to him by the Head Mistress, I highly doubted I’d ever see him again. He said that they still had their reservations about their relationship, but I’d seen how she waited all night during the first days of his transformation into a Werewolf.
I was happy for him. He was my friend, so I wanted him to go. It would be safer, and he’d have a happier life.
The wisest path would be to spend years here, decades, or even centuries so that I could become powerful enough to finally protect the others. I feared that if I took that long, they’d no longer be among the living.
Aeris’s dilemma was even more time-sensitive than that. As much as I wanted to daydream about the Head Mistress’s downfall, if Aeris lost her conviction and the will to fight, then what was the point?
There was no clear path to accomplish everything I needed to achieve. For now, I’d refine mana. Then, I’d find some vampires to kill.
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