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Prologue

The Spirit of Al’rashia marked its ruler with golden eyes. None were ever born with the symbol of Royalty. It was only when the current king neared the end of his life that another would appear with the unmistakable favor of the nation’s Spirit. They might come from one of the seven greater clans, or the seven lesser clans that made up Al’rashia's nobility. They might even come from among the clans of commoners.
Rarely did the children of royalty inherit the throne. Being born with the silver eyes of the nobility, they might dream of the day that their eyes would glow with gold; some thought it was these dreams that made their hopes impossible. The Spirit of Al’rashia respected ambition, but honor had to be earned.
There was one clan that produced generations of rulers. The first king and the subsequent six all descended from the Dross. The eighth queen of Al’rashia was an Embra, but even after they were replaced, the Dross Clan remained first among the greater clans.
When it became apparent that the nation could not withstand the plague of creatures that assaulted them, the people of Al’rashia gathered their wealth and fled. All except the Dross. The Dross Clan left their riches behind and, instead, collected their weapons and marched for Windshire Stronghold. There they knelt and begged the king, Darak Fairdor, to allow them to stand with him.
Five thousand of the Dusk Wraiths were all that remained of Al’rashia’s formal armies. The Awakened Dross numbered nearly fifty thousand. Warriors and Mages, Archers and Rogues, the silver-eyed Dross were all prepared to die with their king and his violet-eyed troops. Their numbers would make no difference in the end, but their clan had built the kingdom; it was fitting for them to be there.
Darak Fairdor denied them their request. He loaded the Dross down with supplies and materials and sent them away. Ordering them to find a new home, he instructed the clan to rebuild and see a new Al'rashia rise. It was the second to last command Darak would give as king. His final words would send the Dusk Wraiths charging into the ranks of an enemy they could not defeat.
The Dross obeyed their king and for ten long years they searched for a new home. It was no easy task to establish a seat of power. They would need a Major Trial with a domain large enough to shelter all their people. It needed to be close enough to fields that could be farmed. It had to have suitable wild areas nearby for both young Awakened and old in which to hunt and level, and it had to be far enough away from other established nations that the Al’rashians could rebuild their society without fear of conquest.
By the time the Dross reached the Streg River, their numbers had grown. They had swept up thousands of Al’rashian refugees and displaced Awakeneds. Traveling with a hundred thousand people, a full half of whom were noncombatants, was exhausting, so when they arrived at the banks of the Streg, the Elders called a halt to their search.
This place had almost all they needed. It had been two years since the Dross had last visited territory claimed by another, though a determined group could reach the nearest center of civilization within eight months. There was water and farmland, stone quarries and forests, everything they needed to find, except for a Trial.
A temporary camp was erected. Hoping there was at least a minor Trial nearby, Scouts were sent to scour the surrounding area. If not for a child playing where he should not be, the Dross might have moved on after they had rested.
It was a young Awakened playing on the river who found what the clan leaders could not. When his makeshift raft carried him miles down the Streg and deposited him on the far banks, that Level 3 Warrior’s only thought was for the punishment he would face when he returned. Thinking of the strict discipline necessary to keep one hundred thousand people in line and safe while traversing the Wilds, the Warrior decided that a solitary life wasn’t so bad and resolved to live right where he was.
Hunger prompted him to explore the hillside located at the bend in the river. Curiosity led him into a small cave halfway up the hill. The realization that he was the first to clear a low-leveled Hereditary Trial caused the Warrior to swallow his fear and report his discovery.
The Dross found their home. The hill that the Trial was located on could be more accurately described as a small mountain. Protected on three sides by the Streg River, the position was defensible. Once Geomancers flattened the top, there would be enough space to build a scaled down replica of Windshire Stronghold. The hillside was carved and shaped so that buildings could be erected, and a walled courtyard was built around the Trial entrance.
The city the Dross founded was never named, but, privately, they referred to it as Beacon, with hopes that the scattered clans of Al’rashia would eventually be drawn here.  Refusing to trust fate and luck, the Dross sent out messengers with word to the Adventurers’ Guild, so Al’rashians would know a place had been prepared for them.
Years passed by and the messengers never returned. More were sent and were never heard from again. The Dross continued to build, continued to wait and more messengers were sacrificed.
A second Trial was found within the territory the Dross had claimed. Its entrance was a crack in a bell-shaped rock. The Trial was a single room, and its Beasts only suitable for newly Awakened to challenge while they earned the XP to gain their first Class. That was enough to celebrate. After all, Trials expanded the more they were challenged.
Every permanent Trial had a domain, an area which prevented wild Beasts from approaching and wandering Trials from appearing. With time, the Trial at Bellrise would have a domain that would touch on the domain of Beacon's Trial, which had already grown from a circumference of two miles to five.
It was at the town which they named Bellrise, that another Al’rashian clan contacted the Dross. This occasion was far from the joyous one that they had been waiting for.
It was not the Embras or Wygons that arrived but the Verrens.
The Verrens bore the silver eyes of nobility, but theirs was a minor clan. The least of the minor clans and one with a poor reputation, the Verrens were known for promoting themselves at others’ expense. This clan had not come to join the Dross but to demand that the greater clan acknowledge them.
The Verrens had established a kingdom, and using their considerable wealth, populated it with slaves and refugees. They claimed this gave them the right to rule. They presented the Dross with a charter, a binding magical contract, and implied that conflict would follow a refusal to sign.
Seeking to prevent a war with another clan, the Dross complied, but they insisted on two provisions. The first was that the throne in their fortress must never be occupied except by a true Al’rashian king. The second was that the charter would be revoked when that king arrived.
The Verrens agreed but added an addendum of their own. The Dross would become the Al'dross under Verren leadership. That demand almost caused swords to be produced. The Verrens felt they were elevated by the addition of the Al to their name. For the Dross, it was a mockery of their heritage and an insult.
In the end, the charter was signed. The Dross had faith. They had faith in the Spirit of Al’rashia. They had faith that an Al’rashian king would be found. They believed that on the day a golden-eyed Al’rashian sat upon the throne at Beacon, the Verrens would come to realize the mistake they had made.
Beacon became Al'drossford, and the Dross became the Al'dross. Their bloodline would fade over the centuries, as they intermingled with the other races in the newly established Al'verren kingdom. Silver eyes would turn blue, and, eventually, when you looked at the Baron of Al’drossford, you would be hard-pressed to see any hint of Al’rashian nobility in him.




Chapter One

The first structure built by the Dross was not the fortress at Al’drossford’s center, neither was it the wall that surrounded and protected the city. The Dross had built with hope, and that hope had been that their brethren would approach easily and feel welcome. With that in mind, the Dross had constructed bridges to smooth the journey.
Night had settled over the territory, and moonlight played on the waters of the Streg River. Beneath the bridge, small fish risked the open air to bite at bugs hovering over their home. Standing on the stone that crossed the river, a masked Swordsman leaned against the rail to look at the ripples below.
The Swordsman was of average height, no more than five feet and eight inches. His appearance was battered, and in the dark, someone making their way across the bridge might have thought they had stumbled upon a ghost.
His boots were well-made but scuffed and worn. The black trousers that covered his legs had obviously been repaired many times by someone using a low-leveled Mend charm. But at least the holes in those loose-fitting pants of Beast hide had been closed. The scale mail that covered his torso had no such luck.
In some places, the small metal plates of the armor had been knocked off, revealing leather underneath. There was a rent in the left side, where, if you looked closely through the opening, you could see that the Swordsman wore a shirt of material identical to his pants. The hole on his left shoulder was the worst. Most of the armor was gone, and it appeared the damage had been done by teeth.
His cowl was in good shape, black as the night and probably holding a higher Defensive Rating than his mail. But with his hood up, and a featureless silver mask covering his face, it wouldn’t have been a surprise to see a superstitious Commoner run screaming from him and swear off late travel for the rest of their lives.
The Swordsman wore vambraces on his forearms that had similar scales to his mail shirt. Those arm guards rubbed against the stone of the bridge as the Swordsman leaned out further. Behind his mask, Trent Embra bit his cheek and wondered what exactly held the structure up.
There were no supports or pillars extending from the bottom of the bridge into the water. As far as he could tell, the arched bridge was suspended sixty feet above the surface of the river by nothing, unless it rested on the air itself. Which could be true.
Magic could accomplish amazing things. Trent himself did not have enough Mana to cast more than charms, but even those were impressive to the young Al’rashian. Trent’s Status said he was twelve years old, but that was a lie. It had only been…. Two months? Three?... since Trent had first come into the Infinite World believing himself to be a summoned creature.
He would have to start paying more attention to time. Time and distance were two things the importance of which escaped Trent. He knew that it was the month of Augina, and that meant it was Autumn. This was a recent discovery, though. He had overheard a Guardsman commenting on how winter was fast approaching when he exited through the city gate.
As for distance, the contemplation of that tricky subject was why he had stopped to lean against the railing. Trent had once taken a trip to the north of Al'drossford, to an area between the town of Slyhill and the Burning Lake. On horseback, traveling at an unhurried pace, the distance between Slyhill and Al’drossford had taken a week.
Returning had taken longer, but then they had not traveled a very straight path. Sergeant Cullen said they covered twenty miles a day. Trent roughly knew how far a mile was, and the Sergeant had been lying. Cullen did that sometimes to keep his trainees on their toes.
Going full out, with the Skill Dash activated, Trent could run a mile in seven minutes. With a Stamina pool of 495, and the secondary Attribute Endurance slowing the rate at which his Stamina depleted and enhancing its recovery speed, Trent could maintain that pace for over an hour. It was a feat which he could repeat three or four times a day. More, if he had Stamina potions.
They had not run the whole way from the Garden of Clarity to Al’drossford. Cullen made allowances for Tersa. The redheaded Recruit could not match Trent for speed. Still, Trent was certain twenty miles a day was just the Sergeant’s way of telling them to shut up and concentrate on moving their feet.
What did distance and time count for anyway? For the first time, Trent’s schedule was his own. He didn’t have anyone telling him what to do or where to be. He didn’t even have a destination in mind. He had been traveling south, but only because he had been standing near the keep’s southern gate when he decided to leave.
A well-maintained dirt road continued from where the bridge ended. Trent had no idea where that road led. Maybe he should have taken Agatha up on her offer when she said he could stay with her for the night. He was not tired, but Agatha might have had a map he could look at.
Thinking of the old woman with the scarred face, Trent reached into his belt pouch and pulled out a wooden disc. Agatha had helped him get this. It was a Guild Token. Having it meant Trent was now officially an Adventurer. He was one of those brave souls who fought Beasts and challenged Trials for a living.
The Token was wide enough to cover Trent’s palm. Appearing to be made of a pale-yellow wood, the disc was thin and fragile looking. It held a few carefully drawn lines and a dark grey ring marred the outside border. Those markings were supposed to detail the Trials that Trent had cleared and the Beasts he had defeated. Agatha had studied them and seemed to know how to decipher them. To Trent, they were just random scribbles and stains.
Trent squeezed the Token in his hand and the wood flexed. He looked at the water below and was tempted to throw the disc into the river. He didn’t want to be rid of it, but Agatha said it was impossible to lose or destroy a Guild Token. She had said if he threw it away, he would find it back in his pouch, eventually. Trent was curious how long the process would take.
Instead of chucking the Token, Trent put it in Storage. It would be safer there. Maybe it was impossible to lose it, but better not to take a chance. Trent had no family, and his bond with Kirstin Al'dross had been severed. His friends…
Trent felt a pang of sadness. Tersa would have been jealous of his Guild Token. Trent thought Cullen might have been proud; the Sergeant had been an Adventurer once, after all. They both might have felt something if he showed them the disc, but, then again, neither Tersa nor Cullen had seemed to have any use for him since the Garden.
The frail-looking Token was all Trent had that said he was a part of the world. It made him an Adventurer. No, he did not want to risk it. He peered over the side of the railing. It would be fun to see if the Token would float or sink, though.
Trent supposed it would float. The Token was lightweight. If it did float, would that mean he could watch it drift? He would be able to see how far it went until the disc’s enchantments kicked in and it winked out of existence to reappear in his pouch or hand. That sounded like something worth seeing; it sounded fun.
Trent cleared his throat and stepped back from the edge. He did not have time for fun. He had a Quest! A mission set by his Survivalist Class to live in the Wilds alone for two weeks. He didn’t know where the road south led, but all roads would eventually take you out of settled territory and into the realms of Beasts. South was as good as any direction.
Adjusting his sword belt, Trent set off. The Streg River was over half a mile wide at this point. It was lonely crossing the bridge by himself with the wind whistling around him. Trent broke into a light jog, and soon enough, he left the stone and stepped into the dirt.
He dropped back to a walk. Al'drossford ended at the city wall, but there were plenty of homes scattered about the far side of the bridge. Trent supposed the people who lived here considered themselves citizens of the city. But from what Trent could see, their lives were quite different from those of Al'drossford’s residents.
Even at this time of the night, the city streets had been busy. There were businesses in Al’drossford that never closed, and others that only opened after the sun set. Outside the walls and across the river, life wasn’t so hectic. Trent could hear laughter and conversation coming from the houses. He could smell the smoke from fires built for cooking and warmth.
The only people Trent spotted were children. They ran about the road and chased each other between the houses. They laughed and teasingly called as they engaged in seemingly pointless activities. They slapped one another and ran away. Sometimes they hid and tried to repress giggles as one child searched alone.
It was some sort of training; it had to be. These young people could not have been Awakened; they hadn’t yet received access to their Statuses. Trent admired them for trying to pick up Skills like Tracking, Stealth, or Dash, years before they would be able to use them. He was also a little jealous. Very little of his own training had involved giggling.
It probably wouldn’t be fair if he asked to join them. After all, he had a Status and all the Skills these unAwakened children were trying to learn. He also had a mask which gave him the Dark Vision Ability. Maybe if he held back, they wouldn’t mind his butting in on their drills.
Trent did not stop, though. He stretched out his legs and passed the playing children as quickly as he could. He would not improve his Skills here, and he had to be alone to complete his Quest. His brief exposure to people enjoying each other’s company did achieve one thing. It emphasized how boring it was to walk through tamed lands alone.
Normally, he had Cullen and Tersa’s bickering to listen to. Cullen would also insist that Trent and Tersa work on improving their Skills, and he would arrange breaks for them to do just that. Those breaks left them more tired than running did. That was proof that they needed to work harder; they couldn’t even rest right.
Improving his Skills would help liven up the journey, only Trent wasn’t sure what to practice. Anyone seeing his Status would be amazed at the number of Skills and Abilities the Level 9 Awakened had. The problem was most of those Skills required a partner, or opponent, to train with.
Stealth and Camouflage only leveled if they were preventing another from noticing him. Dodge saw an increase when Trent was avoiding things. Weapons Skills could be practiced alone. Going through the movement those techniques taught would bring a certain amount of improvement, but Trent would not make much forward progress while swinging his sword and hefting his shield.
There was always Dash. It had reached Level 9, and Trent was curious what would happen when Level 10 was achieved. Sergeant Cullen had implied Trent might learn a new Skill when Dash reached its maximum level. Maybe in the coming days, he would feel like running, but for now, Trent set Dash aside.
That left Steady Footing, a Skill that made it easier to cross rough terrain. Unfortunately, the Duke’s highway could hardly be described as rough. Tended farmland bordered the road, and Trent knew that these fields would meet Steady Footings requirements, but he also had the feeling that the Farmers who worked those fields wouldn’t appreciate him trampling their crops. He would find himself training Dash in order to outrun Militia members if he trespassed.
The sound of squealing laughter drifted to Trent’s ears from a distance. Those children were still hard at work, it seemed. While Trent was certain he had never made such a sound in his life, it gave him an idea. There was one Skill that had made him laugh. And it could be used to travel, he had already proven that, though Cullen hadn’t been impressed by Trent’s discovery.
Acrobatics had a passive effect, which improved his Agility. It was passive, but to level the Skill up, it had to be actively practiced. Trent’s Acrobatics was at Level 2. To reach Level 3, Trent had to perform rolls, somersaults, and cartwheels. Cullen had disapproved of Trent doing so while he was supposed to be scouting, but Cullen wasn’t here.
That thought settled it. Trent could do what he liked! Raising his arms above his head, Trent stepped forward in a lunge. Leaning to place a hand against the ground, Trent kicked his feet up.
His cowl and mask remained in place. Those soul-bound items were never affected by his movement or the weather. It was his sword and armor that betrayed him. Shifting and flopping, they pulled him off balance, and Trent found himself lying on his back looking up at the stars.
Hopping to his feet, Trent was glad to be alone. Maybe Acrobatics wasn’t the right Skill to work on, or maybe Trent could make an adjustment to his wardrobe. Guilty fingers went to the buckle of his sword belt. Removing it, Trent placed the weapon in Storage.
He looked around, waiting for the inevitable lecture on how stupid it was to go around unarmed. There was nothing. Cullen didn’t leap out of the bushes to yell at him. Trent had half-expected that to happen. His armor was taken off and put away.
Standing in only his regular clothing, Trent felt vulnerable. How long had it been since he had last been unarmored? With the Self-Clean Charm, there was no need to strip in order to bathe, and Trent had gotten used to sleeping with his mail on in the Land of the Undying Lord.
Trent spread his arms wide and went up on his toes as he stretched. His body was light, unencumbered, free! Trent reattempted a cartwheel and this time, though he wobbled unsteadily, his feet successfully found the ground. His lips broke into a wide smile. It wasn’t the quickest way to travel, but he would get better.
**********
Trent continued his journey through the night and until the evening of the following day. He had traded his various herbs to Agatha for dried rations, which he ate when he was hungry, and he had an enchanted waterskin to drink from when he was thirsty. He walked, jogged, ran, and practiced Acrobatics until he was tired out, then he curled up next to the road to sleep.
 
His eyes were open long before the sun rose the next day. Although Cullen wasn’t present, the habits the man had hammered into the boy remained. Rising, Trent began the exercises he had been taught and practiced with his sword for an hour. Military Fencing didn’t level now, but Trent thought it would soon. The movements felt more natural to him every time he went through them.
 
A small creek ran alongside the road here, and Trent took the opportunity to wash his face in the cool water. Self-Clean was a marvelous Spell, but washing with water was more refreshing. In the early morning light, Trent caught a glimpse of his reflection.
 
His hair was getting long. A striking black with hints of blue, Trent had never paid much attention to his hair. His fingers reached for his belt knife with the intention of hacking the unruly mess into some semblance of order.
 
The sight of his own violet eyes studying him stopped him. His eyes were like Orion’s, white at the edges but without any sign of a pupil at the center. They were Al’rashian eyes. Trent was Al’rashian. He wasn’t sure what that meant.
 
He had only met three other people with sharp, angular features and eyes like his. Orion, Darak, and Ranar were the only Al’rashians he had encountered. He was aware, from things Orion had said, that the people Trent supposed he belonged to now had a long history.
 
Thinking of the three men, several things occurred to Trent. Orion’s eyes were the only ones that were really like Trent’s. Darak and Ranar had had no white to their eyes at all. Golden and silver orbs better described the eyes of those men.
 
Trent had received items from both the king and the traveling merchant. Ranar had pressed a book on Al’rashian history and a compendium of Skills on Trent, though the boy had wanted to buy the Spell Fireball. Among other things, as Trent’s reward for clearing a Trial, Darak had provided him with a Skill Stone containing the unarmed technique, Three Steps. The king had said all Al’rashians learned it.
 
Trent dismissed the idea of reading the books, which were hidden in a golden chest in his Storage. Although reading might bring increases to his Intelligence and Wisdom Attributes, gains he admitted he needed, Trent preferred to be moving.
 
Standing back from the creek, Trent’s feet fell into the narrow stance of Three Steps. He bent his knees and lowered his shoulders. A step forward, one back, and then to the left. Repeat, but this time, Trent moved to the right.
 
His arms came up. When he moved forward, his hands crept up to block a high strike. Back, they swept down to knock aside a low blow. To the side, he pushed at an invisible shoulder or arm to change his opponent’s balance.
 
Trent worked through the movements that were the basis for all Al’rashian combat for another hour. He moved deliberately, without haste, but by the time he was finished, sweat poured down his face from the effort he exerted.
 
Three Steps was different than any other technique Trent had learned. There was depth in the simple movements that Trent could not plunge into. He had the knowledge but understanding escaped him. Maybe with time…
 
Trent’s cowl was in place, and he set aside thoughts of his Al’rashian heritage as he jogged down the road to the south. He passed by others, but they were all heading north. Wagons, Farmers, and groups of Adventurers all going to Al’drossford.
 
He waved and called greetings to them, and his lips twisted when faces looked shocked to notice him. That had been happening a lot lately, ever since the Garden of Clarity where he had lost his Bond. Sometimes Trent wondered if he was fading away.
 
There were people that noticed him first. Militia members patrolling the field would see the figure running along the road, turning flips and cartwheels, and stare at him bewildered. They restricted themselves to glances, though. It wasn’t every day you saw someone acting so strangely, but the road south led to Bellrise, and the mounted men dismissed Trent as an Adventurer heading to the Trial or Academy there. After all, Adventurers were an odd lot, prone to incomprehensible behavior.
 
On the fourth day, a series of flips carried Trent from one side of the road to the other, and he almost ended up in the ditch. Arms windmilling, Trent caught his balance in time, but it was close. Acrobatics had leveled up again and provided him with another point in Agility, but he had a long way to go before he would be in complete control of his body.
 
Trent was pleased with his progress. Acrobatics was fun and provided Attribute increases consistently. It was a Skill everyone should learn! Ranar had told him Sewing would be as reliable for increasing Dexterity, but Trent was hardly going to tear his clothing just to test that claim.
 
Taking a chunk of dried meat out, Trent gnawed on it as he continued down the road. He was getting tired of his monotonous diet. He had been tempted to venture into the villages he had spotted dotting the landscape to see if the people there had better available, but thoughts of his Quest stopped him. He had to reach the wild areas. Meat and wild vegetables were there for the taking if you had sharp eyes and a blade.
 
A cloud of dust in the distance drew Trent’s attention and brought him to a standstill. Travelers were a common enough sight here, but wagons and small groups didn’t generate nearly that much billowing dirt.
 
Far Sight enchanted Trent’s vision, and what he saw caused him to retrieve the sword belt he had left off for days. The approaching riders traveled in three columns, and those disciplined lines contained more people than Trent usually encountered all day.
 
They were soldiers but not members of the Guard. Dressed in white and gold, instead of the black and silver of the Al'dross, this group of armed and armored men sat straight on their mounts and looked dismissively about. They were alert but obviously did not consider the local population a threat.
 
Trent moved to the center of the road and planted himself there with his hand on his hilt. He didn’t know who these riders were, but he did know they didn’t belong here! He was intent on discovering what had brought them.
 




Chapter Two

Fortunately, the riders were still a long way off, and Trent had time to realize how stupid he was being before they arrived. What was he thinking? He wasn’t a member of the Guard. Al’drossford and its territory didn’t belong to him! He had no responsibility or authority to make demands of anyone.
Even if he had been a Guardsman, there were at least a hundred mounted men coming his way! It would be the height of foolishness for Trent to confront them! He hadn’t even put on his armor, just buckled on his sword, as if that was all he needed to stand against the world.
Blushing, Trent scurried to the side of the road and hoped the soldiers hadn’t seen his provocative actions. When the riders arrived, Trent lifted his chin, but kept his hands behind his back, far away from his weapon. He studied them and was studied in return, but no words were exchanged.
It wasn’t until the formation of soldiers was halfway past that any conversation could be heard over the clumping of horses and rattling of steel. It was at the halfway point that Trent realized the riders were divided into three different sections.
At the front and rear, disciplined soldiers with white and gold armor rode in careful lines. The forty or so people at the center of this protective detail lacked the soldier’s precision. Dressed in colorful silks and cloaks, the middle group laughed and slumped in their saddles.
They traded jests and wineskins and seemed to have no concerns in the world. Two women rode at the head of this group, and they were the only ones present who maintained any sense of decorum.
One was a woman who looked to be in her late twenties or early thirties. With black hair and green eyes, dressed in comfortable and practical traveling clothes, the woman paid no attention to the chaos behind her. She rode easily and only talked with the girl beside her.
That girl, with her silver hair and black clothing, brought the colors of the Al'dross to mind. She was younger, perhaps sixteen or seventeen, and not as practiced at ignoring fools as the older woman. She cast irritated glances over her shoulder in between her replies.
When the pair drew closer, Trent was startled to see that the girl’s eyes, while very Human, were the same shade of silver as her hair, the same shade that Orion and Ranar’s eyes held. Trent hadn’t been aware Humans came with that eye color.
About the same time Trent was noticing her, Eliora Al'verren caught sight of him. She was taken aback at first. She had almost passed by this Swordsman without seeing him. That should not have been possible given the challenging set of the man’s shoulders. When Eliora did spot Trent, she found him fascinating.
Not Trent himself, rather, she found his cowl and mask fascinating. Her eyes lit up at seeing the equipment. Her own hooded cloak was fine, but this Adventurer’s mask would perfectly complement the image Eliora intended to create for herself. The cowl was ideal for an Assassin! Was it an enchantment in the equipment that made the eye want to slide past the Swordsman?
She directed her horse off the road and swung down from her saddle to stand before Trent. Trent took a step back as he heard a man call for the column of soldiers to halt. What was happening? No one had taken the initiative to greet him in days, and now a hundred soldiers he did not want to speak with were looking his way.
“Hello.” The girl didn’t seem to care what Trent wanted. “I am Eliora Al’verren. Have you come from Al’drossford?”
“Trent Embra,” Trent replied, absently nodding his head. Not meeting Eliora’s gaze, his eyes went to the large, uniformed man, with hair more grey than blonde, who had dismounted to stand next to her. When the black-haired noblewoman joined them, Trent wondered if it was possible to outrun a horse using Dash. He wasn’t using Identify, but he still felt pressured by the woman and older soldier.
“Embra?” The woman raised an elegant eyebrow. “Is there a Riding in the area?”
It took great effort for Vanessa Al’dross to keep her shoulders from tensing. Solitary Al’rashians, adventuring with companions from other races, drifted through the kingdom occasionally. But no member of a greater clan, no Embras or Wygons, had ever set foot here. Her forefathers had seen to that.
A Riding from Clan Embra could change everything! Lewis would be ecstatic! The charter the Dross had signed forced her husband and his family to obey policies and laws set by the king. It had not occurred to the Dross signers that the Verrens would pass laws preventing them from contacting the other clans. No more than they had thought the Verrens would maintain their power by repressing knowledge that was common to the rest of the world. These actions were insane and invited disaster!
Vanessa had long opposed her family’s policies. She had run away from the capital as a girl, and she had planned to live the rest of her life as an Adventurer, but fate had brought her Lewis Al’dross. She had returned to Al’drossford with him and was bound by those laws once again. She was prevented from telling even her own children how foolish they were being, how much they were missing out on by remaining at home.
But if a clan arrived of their own volition… only the presence of her nephew Seth, and the gaggle of Nobles behind him, stopped Vanessa from grabbing hold of Trent. She wanted to shake answers from him and drag him back to Al’drossford before kingdom spies learned he existed.
Trent didn’t know how to answer Vanessa’s question. What did she mean by “a Riding?” Helpless, Trent’s shoulders lifted and fell in a shrug. He was tempted to activate Fairy Cloak and see if that would cause the group to forget about him, but Agatha's warning rang in his ears. The old shopkeeper had seemed serious when she told Trent to leave the Ability alone.
“Are all peasants in this place so ill-mannered, Aunt?” Seth rode over but did not dismount. He stared down his nose at Trent from his saddle. “This one doesn’t even bow when he should kneel.”
“We’re coming from Bellrise, Trent.” Eliora moved to stand between her brother and the Swordsman. “How is the road to Al’drossford?”
These people were determined to ask him senseless questions. The girl was standing on the road; couldn’t she tell what it was like? Trent cleared his throat. “The road…is right there. It looks just the way it does here, all the way to Al’drossford.”
Eliora laughed politely at what she thought was an attempt at humor. “Roads can be like that. I wonder, Trent, your mask, is it for sale?”
“No.” Glad to hear a query he knew the answer too, Trent replied succinctly.
“Are you sure? I can offer a good price,” Eliora tried again.
“It’s not for sale. I can’t sell it, it’s soul-bound.” Trent wished he could take the words back the second they left his mouth. Eliora’s lips parted in surprise, and even the stern-looking soldier blinked. It was Seth’s reaction which caused Trent the most regret.
The nobleman’s delicate features made him look almost as pretty as some women Trent had met. His auburn hair was carefully styled, and the dust of the road avoided settling on him as if it knew better than to sully his clothing. That was probably the result of an enchantment, and it looked like one that everyone in the group possessed. But from the way Seth held himself, it was apparent that he thought himself above the rest of the world, and the dirt should share his opinion.
“Soul-bound equipment? In the hands of a beggar? Colonel, you must have a Mage capable of severing his ownership. If not, you know the alternative method, I’m sure.” Seth’s eyes gleamed with avarice. He took out a handkerchief and dabbed at his lips.
“Nephew!” Vanessa spoke sharply, and the look she directed at Seth caused even that self-satisfied man to wither. “In these lands, we do not rob or murder travelers! You seem to have forgotten that your family name does not put you above the law. Do not make me remind you again!”
“Ladies, if you are through, we should be on our way,” Colonel Bromden suggested. Trent felt a wave of gratitude for the man.
“Of course, Colonel,” Eliora assented. “It was good to meet you, Trent. Perhaps we will run into one another again.”
Trent offered a short bow and muttered a goodbye. In the future, if it were up to him, Trent would never cross paths with anyone who chose to travel with a person like Seth. He watched the women mount and the procession resume, and once the last soldier passed by, he continued on his way, a little faster for the interruption.
His armor came back out of Storage. The comforting weight settled on his shoulders, and Trent swore he wouldn’t go without it, or his sword, from now on. It might not have been able to protect him from a hundred mounted soldiers, but it bolstered his confidence, nonetheless.
Trent would not practice Acrobatics for a few days. Instead, he aimed all his energy into increasing the level of Dash. He even activated Steady Footing to make sure nothing tripped him up. The girl, Eliora, had said they came from Bellrise. Trent wondered what he would find there.
**********
Two days later, Trent had the answer to his question. Or very nearly. The walls of Bellrise could be seen in the distance, less than half a mile away. Inside those walls were shops that might sell the equipment and supplies he needed. They also promised to contain people, but Trent was not sure he liked the idea of meeting more strangers. He was trying to decide whether to enter the town, or bypass it, when his journey was interrupted again.
The road was empty except for Trent and one other. That other was small; Trent could step over it without any trouble, yet it barred his way more thoroughly than the soldiers had. Upon seeing the mounted troops, something inside Trent had squared his shoulders. This tiny obstacle, however, made Trent want to run back to Al’drossford.
Seeing the situation from afar, it would have looked ridiculous. A Swordsman whose path was blocked by a rodent? He must be a coward. A Commoner could stomp the animal flat with one foot! But if you were standing in Trent’s shoes, you would understand. You would feel his anxiety.
It wasn’t a rodent stretching out its long slender body that was regarding Trent. It was a ferret, with jet black fur and red glowing eyes. This was no animal. It was a Beast, as strong, or more likely, stronger than any Trent had yet encountered.
The boy held himself immobile as the ferret rubbed its paws together. “No greeting for me, brother? No ‘well met,’ or ‘how was the hunt’?” 
Trent expected the Beast to be capable of speech. No creature possessing the power the ferret clearly held was simple. If the ferret’s voice were deeper, a growl instead of a squeak, a growl you could feel in your bones, well, Beasts followed their own rules regarding what was appropriate.
What Trent didn’t expect was the delight in the ferret’s words. There was laughter mixed in with the questions that made no sense. The ferret dropped to all fours and took a step forward. Then it was gone, replaced by a Dire Wolf, a Wolf larger and sleeker than Arakai, the Wolf which had pulled Ranar’s wagon.
“Well,Trent Embra, do you have nothing to say?” The laughter was still in the ferret turned wolf’s voice, but it was mocking now as it said Trent’s name. It stalked forward fluidly. Trent tracked it with his eyes until the Shadow Wolf disappeared behind him.
When the Beast stepped back into view it had changed again. Now it wore the appearance of an Al’rashian. It looked like Trent, if Trent’s skin was dipped in shadow and his eyes burned red, “What do you remember, Trent Embra? How much of you is left?”
The shadowy Al’rashian reached out a hand and pushed Trent’s mask up. “Do you know why your eyes are like that?”
“I am Al’rashian.” Trent enunciated each word carefully; his fear was changing into anger. This creature’s actions and questions prodded at his sense of pride.
The shadow creature threw back its head and howled laughter to the sky. “You were always Al’rashian! What else could you possibly be? That choice was never up to you. But violet eyes? Those you would have chosen in memory of me.
“A memory you have lost.” No mocking laughter now. There was sorrow in the Beast’s voice now. “Why do you reek of forgotten magic? Have you met one of the three?”
Trent was lost by the sudden change of topics. The creature didn’t wait for him to respond. “And there’s a hole where your Bond should live. The Wizard wouldn’t bother doing that. The Dragon would never harm you, and if you had met her, we wouldn’t be speaking, because you would be too busy being digested.”
“My Bond was severed,” Trent said uncertainly. “And that’s none of your…”
“Severed?” A hand reached out and grabbed the back of Trent’s head. The creature pulled him forward until their foreheads were touching. “I do not speak of what that arrogant girl did to you. That was no Bond! There is a hole inside of you, a hole where your companion, the companion that is the birthright of all Al’rashians, should live! Who has done this to you?
“You will not speak? I do not blame you!” A second hand settled on Trent’s shoulder as the creature continued to hold him in place. “You may never have a Bond, but there is still a place for a familiar within you. I swore… but that vow was made before… you are too weak.”
The creature released Trent, only to reach down and grasp his forearms, his vambraces. “But there is a place for me until you are stronger, isn’t there?”
The Beast let out a long sigh. “You will be stronger. I can wait. We will hunt together as we did. But first, there is one way I can help you.” The black Al’rashian released Trent’s arms and stepped back. The shadow’s left hand streaked towards Trent’s chest, and before Trent could scream, long fingers pushed through his clothing and entered his body.
Trent expected pain. He looked down to see the gaping hole in his chest that must be there. He wondered how he would stop the blood flow the injury must have caused. When the Beast withdrew its hand, Trent was surprised to see his clothing intact. There was no agony or unrelenting pain. It was like nothing had happened.
But something was different. One shadowy hand held a crystal now, a blood-red diamond. The Beast stared at it with disgust. “You are done with this!” The creature brought the crystal, the Ability Stone that held Fairy Cloak, to his face. Trent winced at the crunching sound of shattered glass that came from the creature’s mouth as it ground the stone to dust.
The Beast swallowed and licked its lips. “An Ability created with old magic. It would have harmed you more than it would have helped, but there is no denying its power. What I can provide now does not compare, but I think you will find it more useful.”
The Beast took hold of Trent’s forearms once more. “When you see Ranar again, tell him he is a decrepit old man, too blind to see, and too weak-willed to act. Master of the Dusk Tower? He had you within his hand and let you slip away. He’s not fit to be his own master, much less the Tower's!
“We will hunt together again when you are stronger, brother. You were never one to accept protection, but for all the times you looked out for me, the least I can do is provide you with an upgrade. I will be with you but sleeping. I can offer no aid, but I will always be there at your side, as I should be. Be well, Trent Embra.”
The figure split into two, and where his hands had touched Trent’s vambraces, it stuck, flowing into the armor. Trent’s forearms grew cold as his equipment shifted and grew. Extending in both directions, soon a shadow covered Trent’s arm from fingertips to elbow. The blackness solidified, and the vambraces Trent had worn since he had found them were replaced.
The item that had once matched his mail now went with his cowl. Trent didn’t think they could be called vambraces any longer. They had become long gloves that clung to him like a second skin. He flexed his fingers, and the material didn’t hinder his movements.
A red jewel covered the first knuckle of his right hand and a brown stone, the knuckle of his left. These were the Elementals that had taken up residence in his armor. He extended Earth and Fire Manipulation one after the other, but if the Spirits were upset by the change to their home, he could not sense it. They slumbered as peacefully as ever, though, at his contact, he felt a slight plea for sustenance.
It was a request he ignored. The Spirits didn’t require food, but Mana matching their element would help them develop. Trent wanted to provide for them, but they had outgrown Charms, and he hadn’t learned any stronger Spells yet.
Spiritual Gloves of the Hunt
 
Rare item/ Excellent Quality
 
Soul-bound/will grow with user
 
Armor Rating 40
 
+1 Level to all Blade Skills while equipped
 
Trent told himself he should be pleased with the changes he found using Appraisal. Up to this point, besides a decent armor rating and a home for sleepy spirits, his vambraces had not been especially useful. His
armor rating was double now. and the increase to Skills like Thrust and Slash was unbelievable. Still, Trent wasn’t pleased!
 
He was resentful. The shadow knew things about Trent! Knew things that were hidden! They would meet again when Trent was stronger? Yes, they would! And when they did, Trent would know the things the shadow knew, even if Trent had to cut the answers from the creature’s hide!
 
Trent was tired of words like “weak”. He was sick of hearing how he had potential, despite his pathetic Attributes. He was fed up with running into men he could not defeat and Beasts that could hold him in place with a glance!
 
He looked towards Bellrise. The instinct to avoid the town was gone. Why should he extend his walk by going around? He would find out what was beyond those walls and only then finish his Class Quest. Trent was through with hiding and fear.
 




Chapter Three

Even before the Awakening, the gods chose Champions from among mortals to serve their interests. Champions were blessed with extraordinary strength and Abilities. Those chosen were to Adventurers what Adventurers were to Commoners. Champions developed quickly, and there were few within their level range that could stand against them.
Most gods simply picked a Champion that suited them. Others required their chosen ones to pass a test. One such god was Sallor, god of murderers. It was not an honor to be chosen by Sallor. He was worshiped by Assassins, who preferred to ply their trade rather than clear Trials and fight Beasts.
When Sallor needed a Champion, he chose thirteen people and imbued them with a Trace of divinity. To become Sallor's Champion, all you had to do was gain all thirteen Traces by murdering the others chosen. Even those who worked as killers for hire flinched at the thought of attacking other men and women just like themselves, Assassins, who would know you were coming and would prepare to greet you.
Martin Vane leaned against the wall of a tavern called The Lucky Pig and cursed. His legs were crossed in front of him and his arms were folded over his thin chest as he glared at the traffic passing on the streets of Bellrise. Young Adventurers from the local Academy were skipping off to delve the Dungeon, and housewives were picking over the goods of the open-air market. No one paid any mind to the ordinary-looking man glowering at them.
Martin knew how he had ended up in this sickeningly cheerful town in the middle of nowhere. Bad luck! Martin was a Level 20 Thief and a Guild member with a Copper Token, but he never set foot in a Trial unless times were hard.
Pickings had been slim in Bellrise. The town was too small and the Adventurers too poor to accommodate Martin's tastes. Purses here never held silver, much less gold. Martin rubbed at his forehead at the thought that he might need to work the Dungeon if he wanted to keep sleeping indoors.
Martin had reacted the way most did when Sallor's eyes fell on them. He swore and railed at the uncaring god, while constantly looking over his shoulder. Then in a fit of inspiration, Martin had joined a trade caravan heading for far off places. Those chosen couldn’t kill him if they couldn’t find him!
For a year, Martin’s fingers had rusted while the caravan traveled. He could hardly steal in such a closed society. Merchants and Guardsmen with missing purses would not have any trouble finding the Thief in their midst when that word was clear on Martin’s Status. He had gone a little wild when they finally reached a city. He picked a few pockets he shouldn’t have and left one step ahead of the noose, by jumping onto a ship heading north along the Streg River.
After six months aboard ship, the captain had demanded almost all of Martin’s coin because of the unconventional way the Thief had booked passage. Six months to end up in a Barony with empty pockets and no way out. And the Guardsmen were no slouches here. Martin had some small success robbing naïve Adventurers, but he was painfully aware of how much he stood out.
It was Sallor’s fault! Martin was a Thief, not an Assassin! Sure, he had slit a throat or two. He'd given the knife to a few people who objected too loudly when he tried to take an item he thought should belong to him. Why would that draw the attention of a god of murder?
He could not even hide. He could feel the Trace of divinity inside him. If he came within sight of another of the twelve that shared his misfortune, that divinity would mark his position like a flare! He could only run, and running had brought him to Bellrise.
Bellrise, with its cheerful townsfolk and optimistic Adventurers! The Adventurers were the worst. Martin had joined the Guild because a Token could open doors that lock picks couldn’t, but he was no delver. He laughed at those idiots who risked death for coin. Coin that Martin could find on the streets.
The Adventurers in the Al’verren kingdom were the stupidest Martin had ever encountered. He had been warned by members of the caravan not to speak of the most common truths. Here, talking of Levels and Classes could get you executed faster than murder. The king employed more spies than soldiers to make sure his people were kept ignorant. Martin couldn’t fathom the cost, but what was truly unbelievable was how easily the Al’verren citizens swallowed the lies!
Take this Swordsman sauntering through the city gate. Battered armor, worn scabbard, and not a thought in his head. This idiot was probably proud of his ragged appearance! He probably thought that mask made him look mysterious! All the while blissfully unaware that the outside world…
Martin’s nose twitched. It did that when it smelled an opportunity. His arms fell to his sides and his legs uncrossed. Martin hated Warriors like the one looking around Bellrise. They were arrogant and proud, thinking themselves above it all. He hated them all, and they were his favorite marks.
This Swordsman was new. Martin was sure he had never seen the man before. Looking closer, while the Swordsman’s armor and weapon looked cheap, that hooded mask and the arm guards that covered to his elbows told of wealth. Sure enough, a fat purse hung from the man’s belt.
Martin slipped into the crowd and fell in behind the Swordsman. There were enough people about to cover his movements, and Martin quickly closed with his target without drawing attention. A sharpened piece of metal, a knife without a hilt, fell into Martin’s palm. The Thief strolled past the Swordsman and, without looking, his blade went to work. Purse strings were no match for a Level 20 Thief.
At least, they weren’t usually. Martin was jerked to a halt as slender fingers closed about his wrist and held him fast. Had he misjudged? The Swordsman did not look like a high-leveled Adventurer. Just one with a bit more luck than most. How had Martin been caught?
A practiced flick sent Martin’s blade back into his sleeve, and he belligerently demanded, “You got a problem?”
Trent did not miss much since he’d gotten the Perception Attribute. Sometimes he noticed too much or concentrated on seemingly unimportant details. He was sure the fingers of the wrist he held had brushed his belt pouch. There had been a glint of metal as well.
That glint was gone now, and Trent thought he might have made a mistake. The man had brushed against Trent accidentally; had he overreacted? His reactions had nearly gotten him in trouble in Al’drossford. He had thought he was beyond that now, but apparently not.
Why would this brown-haired man with the narrow face have touched Trent’s pouch anyway? All that was inside was a sharpening stone, flint and steel, and a few odds and ends he had picked up. Trent wore the pouch because he had always worn it. He was sentimental about it, but anything he valued went into Storage.
Trent dropped Martin’s wrist. “No, no problem. Excuse me.”
Martin’s nose twitched again, and his ears perked up. This was no experienced Warrior. The man’s, the boy’s, voice was young. Behind that mask was a fresh face and wide eyes, no doubt.  Martin, being twenty-three himself, must be years older. It was only right to lend the junior a hand. That way he could find out where the Swordsman would be staying, and when he took off the expensive looking bits of gear…
“No harm,” Martin assured Trent. “But you should be careful. You must be new in town. Come to join the Academy?”
“Academy? No.” This was the first time Trent had heard the word.
“Then you’re here for the Dungeon? Tell you what, I have been meaning to make a delve myself. Why don’t we look out for one another?” The Dungeon would be the perfect place to relieve the Swordsman of his equipment. No one questioned what happened to Adventurers inside a Dungeon.
“The Trial? Maybe some other time. I have a Quest.” Trent started to walk away, and Martin fell in beside him.
“Then it’s the Guild you want! I can show you the way, and after you turn in your Quest…” Martin could taste the money Trent was going to give him. Calling a Dungeon a Trial? The kid was even newer to the Adventurer’s life then Martin had thought. He hadn’t picked up the slang and terminology yet. He was as green as a sapling could be.
“I'm not going to the Guild. I’m headed for the Wilds,” Trent interrupted absently. His attention was completely on the grilled meat a nearby stall was selling. He stopped and asked the stall owner how much a meal cost. He had not had hot food for so long his mouth filled with saliva at the thought of biting into the sizzling meat.
Martin waited patiently as Trent was informed a wooden skewer cost a copper. Martin had to reach up and hold his nose. The twitching had gotten worse when Trent asked if the stall owner had change for silver. The answer was yes, but only if the Swordsman bought twenty coppers worth of meat.
Martin’s twitching settled down when Trent produced a coin from nowhere. The Thief’s suspicions were confirmed when Trent kept two skewers in his hands and made eighty coppers and eighteen portions of meat disappear. What were the odds of running into a rich fool with Storage?
Storage was a problem. What the kid carried looked expensive, but his real valuables would be out of reach. Anything in Storage was safe from a Thief’s fingers, even in death. Torture might work, but he would need to get Trent alone and far from listening ears for that. But then hadn’t the kid said…
“You’re going to the Wilds alone? Dangerous that! Let me guide you, I can show you the best hunting spots!”
“Have to go alone,” Trent said around a mouthful of the most delicious food he’d ever tasted. “I have a Quest.”
Martin’s twitch traveled from his nose to his shoulders and down to his fingers. This kid was Martin’s lucky star! Stupid, rich, and heading to his own mugging without complaint. “Well, a Quest is a Quest, far be it from me to interfere. Let me show you the way to the edge of the Dungeon’s domain. No, I insist! The name is Martin Vane. I have a feeling we’re going to be great friends!”
**********
Nothing Trent could say dissuaded Martin from coming along, and he didn’t try that hard. Trent was not sure if the last week counted towards his Quest. The description in his Status specified the Wilds as the place he had to survive, and the Al’dross territory hardly qualified. There was no harm in letting Martin tag along. It was only a few miles anyway. The Trial at Bellrise was a minor one. Its domain extended no further than a man could walk in an hour or two.
Martin walked beside Trent and chatted away in his weedy voice. He asked Trent all about his Class and Level and slipped in questions about Trent’s equipment as naturally as he was able. Trent deflected the questions when he could and was vague about the rest. The word soul-bound never crossed his lips. He had learned his lesson there.
Trent found Martin’s queries a little intrusive, but harmless. The man talked as if a partnership between them was a done deal, and Trent wasn’t opposed to that idea. His current Quest said he had to be alone, but he was considering clearing the Bellrise Trial eventually. When he did, it would be best to bring someone along, and Martin was friendly enough.
A little too friendly, really. They had reached the beginning of a forest, and Martin showed no sign of turning back.
“I think I can make my way from here,” Trent suggested.
Martin looked over his shoulder. Bellrise could still be seen a few miles away, and this spot was a little too exposed for what Martin had in mind. “I’ll stay with you a little longer. You said you’d be gone two weeks, yeah? I should know what direction you’re headed in, just in case you don’t show up on time. Might as well start looking out for each other now, right?”
Trent grunted, but said nothing as he continued walking and Martin followed. When Trent left the road and started down an animal trail, Martin made another excuse. He would tag along until Trent made camp for the night. Never fun to sleep in a new place without a familiar face nearby, right? In the morning, Trent would have his feet under him, and Martin would head back.
Trent picked up the pace. Steady Footing made his feet sure, but Martin kept up without any difficulty. Trent hadn’t asked the man about his Class and Level and was beginning to think he should have. There was only one major Trial in the Al’dross Barony, and as quickly as Martin moved, he should have been in Al’drossford, not Bellrise.
Martin was starting to get a little annoyed. This kid wasn’t bright, but his eyes were sharp. Trent noticed his every movement, and when Martin closed in, he always found a silver mask turning his way. While he thought he could take the boy in a straight fight, accidents happened in those situations, and Martin did not want to risk killing Trent, not before the Swordsman emptied his Storage.
This was it! Trent was distracted by something. Martin drew a knife from behind his back. Angle the blade downwards through the hole in the boy’s armor, and nothing vital would be struck. It would put Trent on the ground, though, and then it would be easy to disable his limbs. Shit, why was he speeding up?
Trent was distracted! There was something off about those two trees on either side of the trail. They weren’t like any of the others around. Their needles ended in silver tips, and… was that frost at the base of their trunks? He broke into a jog, eager to explore the mystery, and his Perception Attribute missed seeing the blade that swept by his back.
The kid wanted to make things hard? Martin was willing to play along. That hole in his shoulder was a good target as well, and Martin could hold Trent still while he inserted his knife! Quiet feet drew close as Trent stepped between the two trees. A flicker of light and the boy vanished!
What!? Had he been playing Martin for a fool? Unless Trent had been lying, a Swordsman did not have enough Mana for a Skill like Blink or a Spell like Teleport! Martin whirled and stepped back. He searched for his walking pot of gold and his back stiffened at what he found.
The forest behind him had changed. Night had fallen, and Martin could see from the moonlight that frost coated the ground. A full moon? That was wrong as well. It was weeks until the next full moon. Even the trail they had been walking down had shifted and changed.
Martin was standing in the brush, and the nearby path had widened as if whatever used it was bigger and heavier than a common woodland animal. The twitch in Martin’s nose wasn’t caused by an opportunity this time. Now his nose quivered from a more primal instinct that said he was fucked.
Martin turned in a slow circle to find Trent behind him. The boy was just standing there, and as far as Martin could see, he was staring at a tree with silver bark. The tree was unusual but given the situation not worth close study. Martin had the perfect chance to plunge his knife into Trent but lowered it instead. He might need the boy a little longer.
Trent wasn’t looking at the odd-colored tree. He had noticed it and Herbalism wanted him to take a closer look. More specifically, Herbalism wanted him to examine the green vine with its silver petals that curled around the trunk of the tree, but for the moment, Trent was absorbed is his Status. He was reading a message only he could see.
You have entered a Trial, The Moonlit Forest.




Chapter Four

Junior Guardsman Tersa was on wall cleaning detail. It was a task she had been assigned every day directly following morning drill for a week. A week! It wasn’t fair! She should be sparring with her squad! She should be going on patrols, fighting bandits and Beasts. She was supposed to be Sergeant Cullen’s personal protégé!
Technically, the Sergeant had said project, not protégé, but Tersa was sure he had misspoken. The Sergeant was always doing that, saying one thing when he meant another. He was back to calling her Idiot again. He said, “Idiot,” but Tersa heard, “Your Divinity,” just like that time at the temple.
Behind her, the Corporal assigned to supervise her yawned. The man covered his mouth with one hand and then tossed a handful of dirt into the wall with the other.
“You missed a spot, Junior Guardsman! Pay attention to what you’re doing!” The Corporal barked a command that turned into another yawn.
The yawn was a result of Tersa’s “training.” She had Calming Presence activated. She always had the Skill running these days. She was supposed to keep it active until its Level was higher than her Enraging Aura.
In battle, Calming Presence could counter fear-inspiring Skills. It could hold a group together in the face of overwhelming odds; on wall cleaning detail, it made Corporals yawn. The constant yawning was annoying. The dirt throwing; that was just plain mean.
Tersa scrubbed harder with her brush. She did not mutter under her breath or swear at the Corporal. Every time she did that, they gave her a smaller tool to clean the wall with. At first, she was handed a scrub brush that she held with both hands. She suspected her current implement was meant for adding fine details to paintings.
An object moved between Tersa and the sun, casting a heavy shadow over her. “Junior Guardsman, you will join your squad for unarmed combat.”
The rumbling sound of Sergeant Cullen’s voice was music to Tersa ears! She threw her paintbrush down and spun on her heels. “Bloody Flaming Shit, Sergeant! It’s about time!”
Tersa chose this moment to test out a new expletive. She got the weirdest looks when she shouted her preferred war cry. Judging from the way Cullen’s eyes narrowed, her new catchphrase was not a hit. The Sergeant didn’t even look at her discarded brush.
She ducked down and retrieved the tool, tucking it in her belt behind her back, safely out of sight. “I mean, yes, Sergeant! Right away, Sergeant!”
“With me, Idiot.” Cullen waved for Tersa to follow and led the girl to where her squad was standing in a circle on the training grounds. “You will be facing Junior Guardsman Vinson. You may both begin when you are ready, by which I mean immediately!”
Tersa hurried into the circle and squared off against her assigned opponent. Vinson was a full foot and a half taller than Tersa, and heavily muscled. He was the best unarmed fighter in the squad, and no one else ever volunteered to face him.
Tersa would have volunteered! Vinson was the perfect opponent for her. Once she ground him into the dirt, the others would accept her! She had not made any friends among her squad yet. They hardly spoke to her unless it was required. Now she could show them what she could do!
Vinson had the Grappler Class. It was why he was acknowledged as the best close fighter in the squad. If he got a hold of you it was all over. Tersa wasn’t going to let the bastard touch her.
She had heard the others talking. Vinson was slow, they said. All you had to do was keep your distance and the Grappler was finished. He had a Specialized Class and excelled at unarmed combat, but so what? Tersa had an Advanced Class and had spent weeks learning from Sergeant Cullen himself!
Now was her time to shine! That was the thought that ran through her head as she directed a low kick to Vinson’s knee. Soften him up with a few hits to the legs, put him off balance, make him angry, and it was all over. Vinson was good at brawling, but Tersa was the champ when it came to making people angry!
How had Vinson got a hold of her leg? The pissing bastard was tall; she hadn’t kicked high! Why was she being swung around? How had her arm gotten twisted behind her back? Had the dirt always tasted this bitter?
This could not be happening! She must have dozed off while cleaning the wall! Sure, her Level said 1, but she had the Attributes of a Level 25! She had an Advanced Class! Vinson should be kissing her boots and begging for mercy!
Attributes… Tersa pulled up her Status. There it was, there was the problem! She had the Attribute Points, 65 of them, but she had never spent them! Vinson let go of her arm at Cullen’s direction, and Tersa rose to her feet.
“Pathetic, Junior Guardsman….” Cullen began.
“Hush,” Tersa held up her hand, palm out towards the Sergeant. Collectively, Tersa’s squad, including Vinson, stepped back and wished they were anywhere else. Blood rushed to Cullen’s face as he drew a deep breath.
Tersa was focused on her Status. She needed to be faster. 20 Points to Agility. Strength would be good too; she had heard that Strength played a role in speed, another 20 Points there. 10 Points to Dexterity, to help with her dueling wand practice. 10 Points to Intelligence and 5 Points to Wisdom!
She wanted to throw a bunch of Points into Constitution, but her new Class used magic, speed, and Strength. She had to Shore up a few of her weak spots. She should have done this weeks ago! If she had spent the Points when she got them, that runty bastard she used to spar with would have never laid a finger on her!
“I'm ready now, Sergeant! Let’s go, you piss drinking…” Tersa balled her fists and took a step towards Vinson. The earth swayed and bucked beneath her. Was the bastard using magic? That was cheating! Tersa found herself face down, fighting to hold back a stomach that wanted to crawl out through her mouth.
Sergeant Cullen squatted down next to her. “Junior Guardsman, did you just spend a significant portion of saved Attribute Points?” Tersa’s nose dug a trench in the dirt as she nodded.
“I thought so, Idiot!” Cullen straightened up. “Listen close! At some point, you may be tempted to save Points gained from leveling. You may gain a new Class and want to wait and see what that Class requires of you. This is smart!”
Cullen glowered and looked around to make sure he had everyone’s attention. He did. Except for Tersa, who couldn’t raise her head, every eye and ear were focused on him.
“What is not smart is spending a great deal of hoarded Attribute Points all at once! A change in your Attributes is a change in your body! A change that requires adjustment! This is a lesson Junior Guardsman Tersa is currently learning! To make sure you all learn it as well, you will do laps until she recovers! Pace yourself, Guardsmen, you are going to be running for a while! Move out!”
The assembled squad jogged off. They began muttering and complaining once they thought they were a safe distance away. They were wrong, but Cullen let it go. This time their bitching wasn’t about him but directed at the redhead who was drooling on the ground. Tersa had not won herself any friends today.
This wasn’t working. Cullen’s usual methods were not getting through to the girl. It was time to try something new. Tersa was a dull blade that cried out for an edge. Cullen knew the perfect sharpening stone for the job.
**********
Tersa immersed herself in Calming Presence. She had to feel the peace. She had to feel the serenity. She had to pissing figure out how to escape!
When Cullen had led her to her current location, she was sure she was going back to wall cleaning detail. When he took away her brush, she thought she had been demoted to latrine cleaning, a task she would probably be expected to perform with her tongue. She was sure she had heard rumors of a Recruit who had upset the Sergeant so much that the Recruit had choked to death doing just that.
What Cullen intended for Tersa was worse. He was planning on getting her executed! The crusty, old, whoreson had set her up. She should not be in this room. Guardsmen were not allowed here! Guardsmen stood watch outside, but even officers never stepped in!
This was the Duke’s personal practice hall. Mirrors lined the wall to Tersa’s left. On her right was a row of incredibly lifelike training dummies. These were not the wooden posts that Guardsmen used but replicas of the human form that Tersa suspected moved and responded to attacks.
The unseeing eyes of those dummies drilled into Tersa. They were just waiting for her to move. They wanted her to touch the expensive-looking weapons that hung from the wall in front of her. When she did, she was sure the mechanical men would be revealed as Guardians that would pounce on her!
She wasn’t falling for that shit! She understood any single object in this wide hall was worth more than she made in a year. In ten years! Sergeant Cullen probably expected her to break something. That was why he made her wait in this lonely room.
If she were discovered here, the Duke would have her confined for a few months, but that wouldn’t be enough for the Sergeant! He wanted her to break a mirror or handle a weapon, commit some offense that would send her to the headsman!
She wouldn’t give the Sergeant the excuse he was looking for. Tersa could stand still! She didn’t need to touch that axe, even if it did look more impressive that her Cleaver. She wanted to poke at the eyes of the watching dummies. They wouldn’t blink! Gods how she wished they would blink.
Tersa’s toe tapped. At her side, her hand twitched. She peeked out of the corner of her eye at the lifeless watchers. Her tongue poked out to taunt them. She wasn’t afraid! Maybe a little punch on their stupid jaws would show them how unafraid she was!
When a soft cough sounded behind her Tersa leapt three feet into the air. She had been caught! She hadn’t even touched anything yet! Could a Guardsman be executed for thinking inappropriately?
“Careful, you'll hurt yourself jumping around like that lass,” a chuckling voice said. Tersa’s feet found the floor, and she turned to see who had been sent to apprehend her.
She expected a Senior Guardsman. She found a thin, balding man, slightly stooped, carrying a large pack over one shoulder. What was left of the man’s hair was grey and gave the impression it could turn white at any moment. He had a certain dignity about him, but he appeared frail. He was not the kind of person you sent to arrest a young Guardsman at her peak!
Tersa recognized the man in a vague sort of way. She had seen him about the keep. He was a dressmaker or cobbler, something like that. No one important. He was probably less welcome in this hall than she was! An old memory tried to catch her attention, a memory of Senior Guardsman Merrill stepping out of this man’s way with a polite bow.
She was over her fright now and had turned that fear into belligerence, “Terah's… Rindel's sagging tits!” She had to remember not to swear by Terah. Rindel should be safe. Sergeant Cullen was always swearing by that god.
Tersa, of course, was wrong. Rindel, god of banditry in the city of Cullen’s birth, didn’t mind if certain types of people referred to his anatomy in an unflattering way. But Tersa was risking more than she knew with her words.
“You shouldn’t be here, old man!” Tersa’s hands went to her hips. “Shit, if you’re… Oww!”
Her right ear stung, and she clapped a hand to it. Had she been bitten? Was the Duke’s training hall infested with bugs? It had felt like a pinch, more than a bite, but the old man was barely through the door. One of his hands supported the strap of his pack, and the other was behind his back. As he and Tersa were the room’s only occupants, it had to be a bug bite!
“Fucking bugs are… oww!” Tersa’s free hand went to her left ear. When she looked at her hand, she found a drop of blood staining the tip of her finger. Just a drop, but it was a bad sign. Bugs could be Beasts, and these were fast. Now that they had a taste for her, they would come quicker!
“Run, old man, there are fu… oww!” She didn’t finish the word this time before her right ear was stung again.
“Calm down now, lass. You'll give yourself a fit.” Master Taylor set his burden down and strolled forward with both hands behind his back. “Let’s see what we’re working with, hmm? Cullen thinks you are promising, but to be honest, you seem like a poor learner.”
Poor learner? Cullen repeatedly called her an idiot. He screamed that Tersa was a moron, not fit to breathe the gods’ good air. He berated her for being a fool. The words, poor learner, spoken in Taylor’s genteel voice, felt far more insulting.
“Who are you calling stupid, old man?” Tersa’s weight shifted to the balls of her feet, “Don’t think I won’t… gah!” Her ear was almost ripped from the side of her head. Tears welled up in Tersa’s eyes.
“Taylor Craw.” the man inclined his head the smallest amount possible as he introduced himself. “Grandmaster Tailor in service to his grace, Lewis Al’dross. As my name and Class are so similar, I trust you will remember them from now on.”
That last attack was not a bite! Bugs don’t twist ears! This Taylor person hadn’t moved, but Tersa was sure…
“Did you pinch me, you ba… Taylor!?” Tersa wanted to growl this accusation, but there was too much whine in her voice for it to be intimidating.
“Who can say, lass, who can say.” Taylor’s hands came out from behind him. He wove his fingers together and stretched. “Cullen has asked me to provide you with a few pointers. The first lesson is that in my presence, you will maintain a civil tongue. You will address me as Master Taylor and complete the tasks I give you promptly, without complaint. Cullen has been easy on you. You will find I am not so kind.”
“What am I supposed to learn from you, Master Taylor?” Tersa did not like the way this was going. When Taylor’s hand produced a pair of clubs, Tersa covered her ears.
Not this time, you old… wait, those are not clubs; those are dueling wands. Tersa’s hands fell to her waist. The sheaths she touched there were empty. Taylor held her wands! How was this old man so fast?
“These weapons don’t have much in common with knives, but like knives, they require grace and speed to be most effective.” In Taylor’s hands, the wands wove intricate patterns that mesmerized Tersa.
Tersa’s shoulder stung. Then her elbow and wrist. It wasn’t so bad as the ear pinches had been, but the strikes kept coming. Tersa retreated, stumbling backward, and Taylor followed. He slowed his movements enough for her to see what was happening.
Maybe he meant to be kind, but, for Tersa, being able to see the blows that she couldn’t block was worse! Her hands dropped to stop a thrust and failed. When she doubled over with a grunt, her shoulder was struck again. No matter how hard she tried to move out of the way, how quickly she moved to block, Taylor always hit his mark.
The blows ranged from stinging taps to light prods. Taylor was careful to never hit her anywhere too sensitive. Tersa’s joints and muscles were fair game, though, and all got their fair share of the attention.
Taylor backed her into a corner and gave her one last rap on the knuckles. “Well, lass, are you convinced I have valuable skills to pass on?”
Sucking on her bruised knuckles, while rubbing her elbow, Tersa muttered something that could have been, “yes, Master Taylor.” Most likely, it wasn’t, but Taylor didn’t enjoy beating on young girls, so that was what he chose to hear.
“Good, then we can get started.” Rolling his neck, Taylor returned to where he had dropped his pack. “Come along, lass.”
Biting her lip, visibly struggling to control her temper, Tersa approached. “Can… can I have my wands back, Master Taylor?”
“These?” Taylor held up the items in question. “No, these you can have back when you prove to me that you are clever enough to use them.”
Tersa’s prized pair of dueling wands, weapons she had never gotten a chance to use herself, disappeared. Tersa wanted to shout and demand them back, but with the bruises underneath the silver and black of her uniform, she considered her words carefully. If Taylor made her wands reappear, he might decide she needed another lesson.
“Take these instead.” Taylor pressed a pouch, a small piece of cloth, and a wooden circle into her hands.
Tersa stared at the objects dubiously. “What are these for?”
“Embroidery,” Tailor said succinctly. “Today, you will learn…”
“No! No f-f-f…just no! I’m a Guardsmen, not a seamstress!” Tersa found herself in an odd predicament. Her instincts told her to throw the things Taylor had given her on the ground and stomp them into dust! Her bruises once again counseled a more reserved approach.
“A very slow learner.” Taylor’s head shook, but Tersa was relieved to see his hands return to their place behind his back. “There is much I would do if Cullen asked. But no amount of pleading would see me take you on as an apprentice Seamstress.
“However, you will learn to sew. Sewing will train your hands and teach you patience. Those are two things you are in dire need of! Now, sit!”
Tersa steeled herself to argue further and was surprised when her legs collapsed beneath her. She stared at the embroidery hoop in her hands. This wasn’t fair! Why did she have to do this? And why alone?! Trent should be here. Trent liked stupid things. He would probably get a kick out of learning to sew!
“Where is Trent?” She asked the question wishing to have a partner to share in her torment. Saying the words out loud, it occurred to Tersa that she hadn’t seen Trent in forever. That pissed her off. Trent was probably getting special training while she was stuck on wall cleaning detail!
Tersa had been speaking to herself. When Taylor answered, she was caught off guard.
“What did you say?”
“Trent, where is Treeeent?” She stressed the name. The old man probably had hearing problems. “Trent likes this c-c-stuff. You were talking about knives. Trent likes knives. Shouldn’t he have to learn to sew too?”
Her glare traveled from hoop to man. She thought ‘man’ because Master Taylor had left at some point. The man standing over her now had nothing in common with the hunched old tailor.
This new man was tall and whipcord thin. Twinkling eyes had been replaced by dark storm clouds. The man was an unsheathed blade, falling for Tersa’s throat.
“Where is Trent?” Taylor repeated Tersa’s question with an entirely different inflection. His words were a demand and promised violence if he did not get the answer he wanted. An answer Tersa did not have.
Trent, Kirstin’s summons, a lad Taylor had only met twice. This imbecilic girl was absolutely correct. Trent should be here. Taylor had agreed that Cullen’s field training would benefit the boy, but he had done so grudgingly. Trent was a boy with promise, a boy Taylor was eager to mold.
Cullen and his Recruits had returned over a week ago. Taylor had received word that Kirstin and her companions were back as well. They had arrived last night. The report Taylor had gotten had made no mention of the boy the keep knew as Kirstin’s servant. For Trent to be absent, for Taylor and Cullen to fail to notice the boy’s absence….
Taylor didn’t know how that was possible. He meant to find out.




Chapter Five

“Is this part of your Quest?” Martin struggled to keep calm. No use in upsetting the boy now. “Did you know there was a Field Dungeon here!?” He spoke a little louder than he meant to. He was no Adventurer. He had never been in a Roaming Dungeon before and was quite happy to keep things that way. Field Dungeons were worse than Permanent ones. There would be no well-mapped paths or planned strategies here.
The question broke Trent out of his musing. The notification in his Status was important, but he was aware that Martin probably had not received one. No one Trent met ever did. It was strange for him to be studying his Status after entering a Trial.
“No, we’re just lucky, I guess.” Trent cleared his throat and shrugged. Martin stared at him as if he’d gone mad.
Lucky? The air was different here; maybe it was distorting the words that reached the thief’s ears. Trent couldn’t have used the word lucky. And that excited inflection in the boy’s voice had to be a trick caused by the sound hitting the kid’s mask. Adventurers called Trials “Dungeons” because they were easy to get into but hard to leave. An unknown Dungeon was a death sentence. A Level 9 Swordsman should be petrified right now.
“Lucky? Yeah, right, we’re the luckiest fucking saps in the world.” Martin gripped the hilt of the knife that he held pressed against his leg. He wanted to keep Trent calm, but the kid insisted on pissing him off. “Do you realize…?”
Martin’s head jerked back. His nose wiggled and he drew in a deep breath through widened nostrils. The blood drained from his face as the sound of branches breaking reached him.
“Moon cursed… why did it have to be moon cursed?” Martin’s breathing was ragged as he hissed the question under his breath. He had to get out of here. He had to run! He would need a diversion to get away from what was coming.
“Moon cursed?” A distraction offered itself up. The kid was going to be useful after all, and judging from his curious tone, Trent had no idea how “lucky” he was.
The light from the full moon illuminated the cold air of the forest just enough that Trent did not need Dark Vision. If he hadn’t been wearing his mask, he would have rubbed his eyes. Surely, they were deceiving him! Martin had looked human this whole time. A little thin maybe, and his face was pinched, but he looked ordinary enough, up until now.
Now, Martin’s chin sunk inwards and his nose lengthened, his features growing distinctly rat-like. His ears had moved from the side to the top of his head and now protruded above his hair. The stubble on his face became more pronounced, and were those the whiskers of an animal that extended from his cheeks?
Martin was not Human; he was Kindred. Beastkin was the more common term. Trent had only met Humans and Al’rashians before this, but the title of another Awakened race popped into his head at the sight of Martin’s transformation. Another word escaped him. That word was the proper mode of address for Ratkin. Trent knew the term Beastkin was mildly insulting to the races it referred to. Each variety of the Kindred had a unique name. They were not related in any sense, but the other races grouped them together anyway.
The word Trent was reaching for slipped away because Martin’s knife was coming towards him. Trent brought up his arm, and the Thief’s blade glanced off his long gloves instead of tearing out his throat; glanced off and did not penetrate. Trent was knocked backward from the force, and his forearm went numb, but he was unharmed.
Beady eyes glared at Trent, and he reached for his sword. Before he could draw it, Martin dropped to all fours and rushed off into the underbrush. Trent’s back was pressed against the silver tree, and he almost drew his sword anyway, unsure if Martin planned to return. Then he heard what had caused Martin’s retreat.
Snapping branches and a low growl told Trent that Martin had run from whatever was making those noises, not from him. The Beast was getting closer and it was big! Trent was tired of overly large Beasts pushing him around! He wanted to stand his ground, he would if he had to, but it would be best to see what he was facing first.
No immediate cover presented itself, and Trent feared that the Beast was too close for him to get away without attracting attention. What did that leave him? Trent looked up. A branch five or six feet above him looked like it could bear his weight, and if it didn’t, he hadn’t lost anything by trying.
Recent gains in Acrobatics and Agility sent Trent upwards. His fingertips gripped the branch, but just the tips. Climb kicked in, and Trent was able to hold on. Pulling himself upward while pushing with his feet against the tree’s trunk, Trent adjusted his grip, managing to heave himself onto the branch without letting a grunt of effort out.
Rotating his palms, Trent pushed again and brought his knee on to the branch. From there, it was simple to creep up the tree, higher and higher, until branches and needles shielded him from view. He had known it was a good idea to train Acrobatics! He would work on it more often, but, for now, it was time to train Stealth and Camouflage.
These were two of his weakest Skills. Both were still at Level 1. They had no effect on whatever the Undead used to sense the living, so Trent had never had the opportunity to practice them. Now he was wishing that he had made time to gain a few levels on the concealing Skills. He kept still and peered down through the needles to see what this Trial had to offer.
The Beast that came into view walked on two legs, and its arms were so long that they almost dragged in the dirt. The creature’s teeth were large enough that it couldn’t fully close its jaws, which was impressive given its long muzzle and oversized head. That head bore a resemblance to a wolf’s, and the grey hair that covered its body added to this impression.
After Martin’s transformation, you could see both the Rat and the man in the Thief. This wolf was the same but taken to the extreme. Its body held the musculature of a man, and it walked upright, but its fur, teeth, and claws were all wolf. The way the Beast panted and growled as it trod forward, its seven-foot frame breaking branches and leaving deep impressions in the trail, reinforced its animal nature.
But its eyes were milky white. The sight of those eyes made Trent’s skin crawl. This was a Trial Beast modeled after one of the Awakened races. It was said to be a blessing that the Trials gave this visual clue, so delvers could differentiate between Beasts and other Adventurers. Trent supposed that was true.
But then, seeing the man-wolf below, no one would confuse it for an Adventurer. With its slobbering jaws and mindless snarls, an observer could see clearly that the creature was a threat. From hints in the message from his Status that Trent had been reading before Martin interrupted him, the boy thought the creature was called a Werewolf. Trent was about to activate Identify to see if the Skill would confirm this hint when a sound from above him made Trent realize he hadn’t taken stock of his surroundings as thoroughly as he should have.
As the Werewolf paused beneath the branches of the silver tree, its nose testing the air, Trent slowly lifted his gaze up. Yellow eyes met Trent’s as the boy studied the creature balanced on a branch three feet over his head.
This creature wasn’t as big as the Werewolf, but that was small comfort. A cross between a Cat and a lizard chittered softly at Trent, as he pushed his back against the tree trunk. Its flat body was scaled, but white fur broke out in tufts around its head. Powerful paws flexed, and claws bit into the wood, as the creature shifted its yellow eye from Trent to the Werewolf and back.
The passive effect of Identify told Trent that the Cat thing was dangerous but manageable. The Werewolf was the bigger threat, but it still had not noticed the two beings in the tree. Together, the two Beasts were enough to shred the boy to bits, especially since Trent’s current perch wasn’t the best fighting position he could ask for.
Oddly, Trent found himself unafraid of the Cat-Lizard. Its presence was unexpected, but he sensed no hostility in its body language. Instead, the Beast’s gaze fluctuated between the boy and the Wolf below, as if it were trying to convey its thoughts. It crept out to the end of the branch it was balancing on, and with one last look at Trent, flung itself off.
The creature yowled as it soared through the air at the Werewolf’s head. Claws like long needles were extended to rend the flesh of its enemy. The Werewolf looked up for the first time, and when it saw the flattened form rushing for it, the Wolf’s jaws opened menacingly.
The Cat-Lizard wrapped itself around the Werewolf’s head, hissing and biting as it tore at fur and muscle. The Wolf howled. At first Trent thought the sound was caused by pain, but when he saw the Cat creature’s body lock up and his own muscles tensed, he realized a Skill had been used.
The Werewolf lifted a heavy hand and grabbed its assailant. It tore the Cat-Lizard away, and pieces of the Wolf’s own skin were ripped off, as it tossed the stunned Beast against the tree trunk. The Cat-Lizard hit the ground and regained its mobility. It crouched and swatted at the air as it prepared to leap again.
The Wolf let loose with another howl, but this time a red light was emitted along with the sound. The Cat pounced, and when it made contact with the red light, it screamed in an almost human voice. Its momentum continued, but the closer the Beast got to the Werewolf, the more of its skin peeled away, revealing blood and bone beneath.
The Wolf’s jaws snapped forward, catching the Cat-Lizard in its oversized muzzle, and stained teeth crunched down on the bloody mess the Cat had become. It shook its head vigorously, then opened its teeth sending the Cat plummeting back to the ground. The Cat creature lay on the earth, dead, and the Wolf howled again, this time in victory.
Trent could not process what had just happened. He had expected both Beasts to attack him, but instead… had the Cat been trying to convince him to attack with it? If Trent had, could they have defeated the Werewolf together?
The Wolf didn’t bother consuming the fallen Beast and started to trudge away. Trent shook off his confusion and took the opportunity to activate Identify before the Wolf was out of view.
Werewolf - Trial Beast, Level ???
Identify leveled up. Identify now Level 5.
He had been right, but Trent’s rattled nerves were not soothed by this information. He suspected he only learned as much as he did, because it was information he already had and that was displayed due to Identify’s increase. The important thing was that Trent confirmed a thing he had been told in the past but never experienced for himself. Some Beasts could sense when an active Skill was being used! 
The Werewolf whirled around and came rushing back to the tree. It huffed and snarled, white eyes searching for signs of what had disturbed it. Trent breathed softly and thought small thoughts. Fortunately, the Beast never looked up. Stealth and Camouflage, combined with his height, kept Trent safe.
The Werewolf resumed its trek, and once it was out of sight, Trent carefully climbed down from the tree. His knees flexed as he landed softly on the grass. The body of the Cat-Lizard was hardly recognizable beside him.
Trent crouched down. A Beast Core could be seen among the shattered wreckage of the Cat’s breastbone. Trent reached out a hand but ignored the treasure. Instead, he placed his fingers in the dirt and activated Earth Manipulation. That Ability and the Herbalism Skill begged him to pay attention to the green vine, with its silver petals that wrapped its way around the tree he had sheltered in. He ignored their demands and urged the Earth Elemental in his glove, which was starting to stir, to continue its rest.
For the first time, Trent used Earth Manipulation for its true purpose. The dirt he pushed aside with that Ability left a foot-deep hole, more than enough to contain the remains the Werewolf hadn’t bothered to eat. Gently, Trent slid the Beast’s body into its grave and used his hands to push the soil over it.
This was a pointless gesture. Trials cleaned up after themselves. Bodies of Adventurers who fell here would never leave unless their companions carried them out. Before long, the signs of battle, tracks left by the Werewolf, and this disturbance Trent had created in the terrain would all be erased.
Trent knew it was pointless, but he felt the gesture had to be made. Maybe the Cat-Lizard had not been able to express itself, but it had tried to communicate. Trent was the one who failed, and that failure weighed on him.
Despite his inaction, the Cat had taught Trent an important lesson. He wasn’t sure, but he felt the creature was near his Level. In some ways, Trent was stronger than the Beast. If it could harm the Werewolf, then Trent could kill this creation of the Trial. Doing so would be his way of apologizing to the hunter that had wanted to work together with him.
Trent stared at the blood and dirt that covered his gloves. He wondered if there was a Death Elemental housed within them which would respond to the unintentional offering he had provided. When no black dot appeared to clean the mess for him, Trent cast the Self-Clean Charm. He cast it twice and while his gloves looked unstained, Trent thought he could still see the signs of blood on his fingertips.
Trent climbed back into the tree and once he was safely hidden by Stealth and Camouflage as well as its branches, he accessed the message in his Status he hadn’t finished reading yet.
You have entered a Trial, The Moonlit Forest. Clear conditions as follows:
Poor clear - find the exit.
Simple Clear - defeat 10 Wererats and find the exit.
Average Clear - defeat 10 Wererats, 10 Grey Werewolves, and find the exit.
Above Average Clear - defeat 10 Wererats, 10 Grey Werewolves, 10 Black Werewolves, and find the exit.
Perfect Clear - defeat 25 Wererats, 20 Grey Werewolves, 15 Black werewolves, and the Trial Guardian.
The Truce amongst Hunters holds.
The clear conditions were laid out for him and, for the most part, made sense. Trent could leave anytime he liked if he could find the way out. The perfect clear condition bothered him. It made no mention of the exit, which could mean there were two ways out, or that the exit and the Guardian were located in the same spot.
Trent did not waste time considering this. The last sentence about the Truce amongst Hunters held him enthralled. That phrase, he was sure he had never heard it before, yet reading the words caused his heart to beat faster. It pried at the corners of his mind and demanded to be heard. It whispered about prey shared and the sheltering safety of darkness.
Trent lost his tenuous hold over those thoughts and almost his place on the branch when a snapping noise and a panting growl announced the presence of a Werewolf. How long had he been lost in thought? Hadn’t it only been seconds? If that were true, Trent was in a tough spot.
He couldn’t tell if this Beast was the same from before or a new one. Whatever the case, the Beast behaved similarly. It paused beneath the tree and pawed the earth where Trent had made a makeshift grave. Then, after testing the air, heavy feet continued down the trail.
The glimmer of an idea formed in Trent’s mind; a good idea if he could pull off. Seeing the Cat-Lizard wound the Werewolf gave him the belief that he could kill one. He also knew that he would suffer the same fate as the Cat if he were caught in the Wolf’s strange Skills. The only difference would be that no one would bury Trent’s body.
He did have a few options that might help. Trent still had nearly 2000 XP that he had not spent. Not enough to level either of his Classes, but Trent had five open Class slots and seven Profession slots. His saved XP would be enough to bring a new Class to Level 3 or better.
Was that the answer? A higher level meant more Attribute Points, and if Trent chose one of the Specialized Classes that were available to him, he could get new Skills. But Trent had been told not to level a new Class until he reached a point where his current ones required more XP than he could earn easily. Level 15 was generally considered the point when it was time to choose a new Class.
And 3 levels meant 12 Attribute Points. What would that get him? It wasn’t enough to bring his Strength to 36 and his Dexterity to 40, numbers which would allow him to use the sword gathering dust in his Storage. Thinking of that blade, Trent opened his Storage and examined its contents.
A golden chest holding two books he’d never read, a third book on Herbalism, two broken knives, a sword he couldn’t use, and a short bow that was useless was all he found. There was also a month’s worth of dried goods and eighteen skewers of meat that he had purchased in Bellrise, but Trent didn’t need food, any more than he needed a slight increase in his Attributes or new Skills. He needed…
Trent’s head leaned back against the trunk of the tree. He did not know what he needed! He had been excited to find himself in a Trial. Now he realized he was as unprepared for this Moonlit Forest as he had been for the Land of the Undying Lord! Why hadn’t he bought potions and new weapons in Bellrise? He could have found new armor and clothing.
Martin had talked him out of all that. The man had hustled Trent along and urged him not to waste his money. Sergeant Cullen had once said that Trent listened too well sometimes. He had said it wasn’t wise to be led around by the nose all the time. Ironically, Trent had forgotten the Sergeant’s advice and obeyed a man who attempted to kill him.
Trent swung his arm backward and pounded a fist against the tree in frustration. His action dislodged one of the vine’s silver blossoms. The petals clinked and clattered as they bounced off branches and fell to the ground.
Clinked and clattered? Shouldn’t the petals have drifted silently to the earth? Trent scrambled down the tree to examine what had fallen. The Trial had restored itself and the disturbed earth was flat, once again covered by frosted grass. Laying in the grass was a glass vial the length of Trent’s little finger.
Picking up the vial, Trent used Appraisal on it. What the Skill revealed banished Trent’s frustration and brought a cold smile to his lips. Trials are meant to be challenged. It was easy to forget that they were not death traps and solutions were all around. You just had to survive long enough to find them.
Liquid Silver - a poison derived from the petals of the Wolf Vine; this highly corrosive substance is the bane of all Were-Creatures.
Trent looked from the vial to the vine. There were dozens of petals. If each of them turned into poison when plucked, Trent could coat his sword or throw the vials at the grey Werewolf, seriously injuring or killing it. Trent set to work to turn his glimmer of an idea into a feasible plan.




Chapter Six

Expecting to gather dozens of vials of poison was a little ambitious. Trials provided a way, but there were no free rides. As Trent plucked a fifth blossom, the vine wrapped around the tree withered. Its blossoms folded up and its vegetation plopped to the ground, brown, dry, and dead.
Trent clicked his tongue with disappointment but holding five vials of poison reassured him. He wanted to kill one Werewolf, and then he would be off to find less fearsome opponents. Five should be enough for what he had in mind.
Returning to his perch in the tree, Trent settled in for a long wait. The air was cold in the Trial, but Trent disregarded it. When frost settled on his clothing and eyelashes, Trent cast Spiritual Flame and used Fire Manipulation to hold and spread the heat over his stiffening limbs. He was careful not to do this too often. It wasn’t only Identify that the Werewolves could sense.
Stealth and Camouflage hid him, but any active Skill or Ability could bring a passing Wolf rushing back, snarling and snapping. Trent was careful to make sure only his concealing Skills were being used when he heard a Beast approaching.
Trent had observed the trail for hours. He had to be certain of the pattern he thought he had picked out before he acted. Wolves stalked by the tree every half hour without fail. Once the Trial had reset the terrain, none of them paused beneath the tree, but Trent thought he had an answer to this.
Waiting until the most recent Trial Beast was safely away, Trent dropped to the ground. He stretched and twisted his waist to ease stiff muscles and practiced Military Fencing until his body grew warm and loose. When he thought the time had come, he sheathed his sword and took a meat skewer out of Storage.
Items placed in Storage remained in the same state they entered. The meat on the wooden skewer was still hot, and the smell caused Trent’s mouth to water. He had meant to use the meat as bait but found himself falling for his own trap. He withdrew a second skewer.
Trent stared at it doubtfully. This was a weak point in his plan. Normal Trial Beasts did not eat. The Werewolf that had killed the Cat-Lizard had shown no interest in its corpse. Other Beasts had sniffed the grave, but finding no sign of life, passed by. Now that the Trial had reset and the grave had disappeared, Trent needed something to hold the Beast's attention.
Trent removed his left glove. As he pulled the thin, soft material from his fingers, the protective equipment shrunk until Trent was left holding an ordinary-sized glove. Instead of marveling at this, Trent drew his belt knife and quickly slashed his exposed palm. Dribbling blood onto the skewer, Trent placed his enhanced bait on the ground beneath the tree.
He had to cast the Balm Charm twice to seal the wound he had inflicted on himself. After casting Self-Clean to banish any scent of blood that lingered, Trent climbed back into the Tree. He pulled his left glove back on, activated Stealth and Camouflage, and drew his sword. He took a vial of Liquid Silver from his belt pouch and cautiously poured half the substance on one side of his blade. The liquid spat and sizzled as he tilted his sword this way and that to coat the blade evenly.
Worried that he was running out of time, Trent placed the contents of his belt pouch in Storage and used the leather as a rag to spread the poison. The leather burned and charred when it came in contact with the Liquid Silver, and the air filled with a foul stench.
Once the first side was dry, Trent repeated this process on the other side. Finished, his sword no longer resembled the dull grey from before but now seemed to shine in the moonlight. Trent hoped it would be enough. He put the remains of his belt pouch in Storage. He would have tossed it away for the Trial to clean up, but he was already afraid the lingering smell would cause the Werewolf to ignore his bait.
Preparations complete, Trent was forced to wait again. Standing balanced on a branch, he kept his muscles relaxed and his breathing even. He held his sword away from his body. The poison might be most effective against Were-Beasts, but having seen its effects on his belt pouch, Trent had no desire to touch it.
Trent had not felt stressed from his hours of observation, but the minutes passed like days now that he was ready to act, and his ears waited to catch the sounds of a Trial Beast’s approach. He almost gave away his position letting out a gasp of relief when snarling and snapping told him the Werewolf was near.
The Werewolf lumbered into view, and Trent’s toes flexed in his boots with anticipation. The creature’s nose caught the scent of blood and dropping on all fours, it loped forward rapidly. Drool fell onto the meat skewer as the Beast’s muzzle prodded it. Above, Trent lifted his sword to chest height, placed his right hand on the hilt, his left wrapped around the pommel. He stepped out into the air and dropped like a stone.
The Werewolf never noticed the Swordsman until his feet struck its back and his blade plunged into its flesh. Trent’s sword sunk to the hilt, and the tip of the blade broke through the Beast’s chest. It had worked! He had replicated the Cat-Lizard attack and avoided the Werewolf’s howling attack to deal a devastating blow! Coated with Liquid Silver, the Werewolf would…
The Beast reared up with an agonized bellow. There was a snapping sound and Trent was thrown backward to the dirt. He rolled as he hit and came back to his feet. The creature wasn’t killed instantly, but with poison circulating through its body, he still had a chance. Trent raised the hilt in his hand.
It was just a hilt. The blade was gone. A familiar sense of dread pulsed through him as Trent stared at the remains of his weapon. He had been here before. In another Trial, he had stood with broken knives before an Orc and without any means of fighting back. This time the feeling of helplessness was more intense; here was no one to rescue him.
The Werewolf spun to loom over Trent. Its jaws hung open and a red light gathered at the back of its throat. Trent threw his hilt and it bounced off the creature’s fangs. He had to dodge the flesh-rending light when it came. If he could do that, if he could avoid the Werewolf’s attacks for a few moments, he could take another vial from Storage. The Beast’s jaws never closed tightly, and with another dose of poison deposited on its tongue, maybe two, Trent could walk away from this.
His calves tensed as the Beast stepped forward, its neck extending to direct a howl into Trent’s face. He had to clear the area of the attack. How far had the light spread? Trent hoped Dodge and Dash would be enough to increase his speed. He couldn’t be hit, not even a glancing blow to the legs.
The Beast howled, and Trent flung himself out of the way, toward the tree with its silver bark. He rolled again and ducked behind the sheltering wood. He heard a thud as he opened Storage and searched for a vial. He imagined the enraged Beast’s claws tearing the earth as it came for him. It took painfully long seconds to find what he was looking for, and as the vial fell into his hand, Trent was sure he would be delivering it into the Beast’s mouth at the cost of his arm.
Not wanting to be pinned between trunk and Beast, Trent darted forward away from the tree. He pivoted and raised his arm, ready to slam the vial against the forehead of a Werewolf he was positive was only inches behind him. But there was nothing.
No slobbering jaws or vacant white eyes. There was not even the ever-present sound of hate-filled growling. Keeping his arm up, ready to throw, Trent scanned his surroundings. Nothing. A creature that big shouldn’t be able to move through the woods silently, but Beasts had Skills of their own. Trent took a second vial from Storage while he had a chance and turned in place, trying to anticipate where the creature would attack from.
A minute went by, and Trent wavered. Trial Beasts did not retreat; they couldn’t, no matter how badly they were injured. Was this one smart enough to hide until Trent lowered his guard? Trent shuffled back to the tree and placed his back against it. He side-stepped until he was once again facing the path. That was where he found the Werewolf!
It had fallen forward, and Trent’s broken sword blade protruded from its back. The Beast’s weight had pushed it out so that a few inches were exposed. Trent could see no sign of life or movement. Still, he kept the vials of poison handy as he stepped forward.
He circled around and, stretching out a boot, kicked at the Werewolf’s leg. Leaping back, Trent almost threw his glass weapon, despite seeing no movement from the Beast. He could not believe it was dead. This had to be a trick!
Then a thought occurred to Trent. There was a way to verify the Beast’s state but doing so was as risky as searching through Storage. Adventurers received XP for killing. All he had to do was pull up his Status and check to see whether the amount of his XP had changed. Trent hesitated. Viewing his Status would split his attention. If the Werewolf wasn’t dead and it sensed his preoccupation, it would be on him faster than he could scream.
Trent made the decision. It was not a hard one. He could tempt the Beast into attacking or waste precious resources by pouring poison on a corpse. His Status was opened, and he read the results. His XP had shot up from 1845 to 2345. The creature was dead, and Trent had earned 500 XP for slaying it. It was by far the most he had ever gained from a kill. He had enough to raise his Swordsman Class to Level 8.
Trent closed his Status with a shiver. He had needed to do this for reasons he could not explain even to himself. Now that the deed was done, he should be exultant. He should be screaming his victory and celebrating his progress. In truth, one small part of him was satisfied and gloried in his accomplishment. The rest of him was numb.
500 XP for a single kill meant Trent had completely underestimated the Trial Beast. He had toyed with the idea of confronting the Werewolf directly, certain that what the small Cat-Lizard could wound, he could kill. Had he done so, Trent would be the one with his skin peeled away by the creature’s howls. Trent’s body would have been chewed and discarded like trash.
He had still lost his only reliable weapon in this fight. There was no safety net here. No Orion or Sergeant Cullen to leap in and pull him out of danger. The only person Trent could be sure was in this Trial was Martin, a man who had tried to kill or at least injure him before he fled, leaving the boy behind.
Trent stepped closer to the corpse and brushed his fingers against the blade poking out of its back. The metal crumbled away at his touch, and Trent’s shoulders sank. The description of Liquid Silver provided by Appraisal had said the poison was highly corrosive. Confronted by the fact that he would have lost his sword no matter how he fought cut Trent deeply. He had to be smarter than this!
And he couldn’t linger, indulging in self-doubt and recriminations. He would be smarter, better. He would get stronger! Trent had thought that he could
settle for a less than perfect clear of this Trial. He would kill a grey Werewolf and ten Wererats and leave. That would have been enough.
Now he called the boy who made that decision a coward. Trent did not know that person. Trent was a Swordsman and Survivalist, and this Trial would teach him what that meant. In return, he would show the Trial that Al’rashian warriors were not to be trifled with!
Trent reached down and grabbed hold of the Werewolf’s side. There was still work to be done. He heaved and strained to flip the corpse over so that he could Harvest it. No matter how he tugged or pulled, the Beast refused to budge. He had to cross its legs and pull its arms before the body finally rolled over.
The seven-foot frame looked no smaller in death, and Trent’s belt knife felt tiny in his hands. This must be done, though. He was weaponless in a Trial. He needed the drops the Beast would yield, and that loot would not appear until he Harvested it.
He lost track of time as he hacked and sawed at the corpse. The bonuses Harvest gave were not enough to make light work of this creature, not when he only had a knife meant for everyday tasks. Trent sweated as he fought a much harder battle to remove the Core than he had making the kill. Oddly, the Beast Core was the only item the Werewolf provided. Its hide and organs had no value.
A look into the Beast’s white eyes reminded Trent that this was a Beast modeled after an Awakened race. What he had hacked into, under different circumstances, might have resembled Martin before his transformation. It shouldn’t even have had a Beast Core! The Cores of Zombies and other human-like Undead were carried on the outside, in pouches. The same should have been true here.
Trent remembered a conversation he had heard at the beginning of his training. A group of recruits had argued whether Humans had Human Cores, and all had unanimously agreed they did not. Trent still believed that. The fist-sized Core in his hand was an anomaly, a quirk of the Trial.
The corpse at his feet disappeared, and three drops were revealed: Two six-inch-long teeth and a slab of meat. After all his work, and the realization that he had been cutting into an Awakened, the sight caused some of Sergeant Cullen’s favorite curses to bubble to Trent’s lips. He bit them back, but it was a near thing.
Appraising the items, Trent felt a swirl of disgust. The meat was the cursed flesh of an Awakened. Trent flung it into the bushes with a growl. That filth would not despoil his Storage. What kind of Trial was this?
The teeth he kept and even admired. They were the fangs of a Lesser Dire Wolf, a weapon- crafting material. Not even the memory of scratching Arakai’s ears could make him toss these away! Maybe he could use his belt knife or sharpening stone to carve them into rough knives or spear tips! The points of the fangs were sharp enough on their own that…
Movement caught his eye, and Trent lifted his head to stare down the path. With no one to stand watch, he should have been away the second his work was done. Another Werewolf was approaching right on schedule, and Trent was in the open, with no trap prepared. The teeth vanished into Storage, and Trent dug out a vial he had tucked into his belt.
He couldn’t fight this Beast, but he had the Throw Skill. A hit to the creature’s eyes might blind it and give him a chance to escape. He might even get lucky and the corrosive liquid…
Instead of thumbing the wax-covered cork out of the vial, Trent took to his heels, activated Dodge and Dash, and ran for all he was worth. It was not a lumbering, mindless, grey Werewolf streaking down the trail. Trent saw black fur coming at him, and this new creature moved with a purpose!
This was no stomping hulk of muscle but a sleek, fast, killing machine. Trent had caught sight of bright white teeth, exposed by the curled lips of the black Werewolf, and he knew even with a sword he was not a match for this creature. Where had this Beast come from?! Trent had watched for hours and never seen a color besides grey.
Trent focused on the path before him and pushed his legs for all they were worth. His eyes sought a break in the brush that he could duck into. He doubted very much that he would have an advantage within the confines of the trees, but it was worth a try. He clutched the vial of poison in his hand tightly. When the Beast caught up, Trent would make it regret doing so before it tore out his windpipe.
And the black Werewolf was catching up. Its steps were light, and it made no attempt to conceal its approach. It wanted Trent to know it was coming. It howled, and Trent bunched his shoulders, expecting a beam of red light to scorch him, but the Beast was merely taunting him with its hunting call. The Beast needed no special Skills for this prey.
Trent spotted a break in the brush and a flicker of white on the path ahead of him at the same moment. A second Beast was approaching, low to the ground and speeding forward like an arrow released from a bow. Trent caught sight of another pair of canine teeth and flung himself into the break. His sudden shift in momentum was too much for his fledgling Acrobatics, and Trent hit the ground hard.
Flipping to his back, Trent lashed out with his feet and prepared to throw the vial in his hand. The white Beast was in the air, leaping towards its target with teeth bared. That target wasn’t the breathless Swordsman on the ground. The Wolf had launched itself at the black Werewolf that had been mere feet behind Trent. White feet hit the Trial Beast’s chest, and whiter teeth tore a chunk of flesh from the Beast’s shoulder. The Werewolf snapped at the animal, but powerful legs pushed the white creature up and over. The Werewolf’s jaws closed on air.
The larger Beast howled and spun to reach for the retreating attacker. A rustling noise from the brush was the only warning it received as a second animal burst from cover and teeth once again torn into its skin. The Werewolf dropped to its knees as its right leg refused to hold its weight. A third attacker came for its left leg, but the black Werewolf was ready for it. The animal yelped as heavy claws ripped into its side and sent it spinning away.
Wolves, natural wolves acting together, continued to harass the wounded creature. The largest, the white shape Trent had assumed was leaping for him, tried to keep the Trial Beast’s attention by attacking from the front while its pack-mates played a gruesome game of tag, but Trent could see the Werewolf had already adapted to these new adversaries.
The wolves had come for blood and left bleeding. Surprise had allowed them to cripple one of the Werewolf’s legs, its arm and teeth were unhampered. Loss of mobility kept it in one place, but the Werewolf was far from finished. Trent could see the wound in its leg had stopped seeping already, and the torn flesh was beginning to seal.
A Truce amongst Hunters. That phrase, and an image of curious feline eyes suggesting a partnership, filled Trent’s mind as he struggled to his feet. Brambles clawed at his arms as if telling him to mind his own business. Trent ignored the advice. He thumbed the wax-covered cork from the vial in his hand and threw the glass container at the wound on the Werewolf’s leg that had not yet healed.
The black Werewolf had been preparing to unleash a sound attack on the white Wolf when poison entered its veins. Its head went up, and a red light exploded harmlessly in the air as it howled in agony. Seizing the opportunity, the white Wolf lunged up to grab the Werewolf’s throat in its powerful jaws. The Wolf’s teeth sunk in and, branching its legs against the larger Beast’s torso, the Wolf pushed itself away.
Blood sprayed out to soak white fur. The Werewolf’s claws slashed to knock the white creature to the ground. Trent expected to see the smaller Wolf’s shoulder torn away by the blow. Yet, while the animal was struck to the ground heavily, the claws failed to penetrate its hide. The rest of the pack continued to strike at its legs until the critically injured Werewolf slumped to the ground, defeated.
The white Wolf pushed up to its feet and howled. Unlike the cry of the Werewolf, this sound was clean and fresh, resonating within Trent and bolstering him. The rest of the pack joined their leader, and for a moment, even Trent felt the urge to throw back his head in victory. When Trent found the pack leader’s ice-blue eyes on him, the urge quickly faded.
The Wolf looked smaller than it had when Trent thought it was attacking him, smaller even than Arakai had been. Standing erect, this creature only reached Trent’s waist. Seven more limping forms left the cover of the trees to stand all around Trent.
Believing that with the common foe vanquished, he was about to be attacked by the Beasts himself, Trent used Identify. Winter Wolves, one and all, with Levels ranging from 14 to 18. Trent could not see the pack leader’s Level, even with the recent increase to Identify.
Trent had three vials of Liquid Silver left, two of which were still in Storage. He doubted they would be as effective against the Winter Wolves as they were on a Were-Beast, but anything that could cause steel to crumble had to burn flesh.
The pack leader padded towards Trent, and the lesser Wolves made way for his approach. Trent touched the vial tucked in his belt, grateful it hadn’t fallen out or broken when he flung himself aside. He eased it out. When the Winter Wolf leaped for him, Trent would smash the vial against its head. He would probably be burned as well. He could deal with pain.
“You are alone, Hunter?” The pack sat as one as their leader spoke. Trent almost dropped the poison in his hand as the Wolf continued, “This is a bad place to hunt alone. It is always bad to hunt without a pack. These trees are filled with the Moon Cursed, and you smell like a cub. Where is your pack, Hunter?”
The pack leader sank to his haunches and peered at the silent Trent. The rest of the pack licked at their wounds, seemingly uninterested, but their ears were turned to catch Trent’s reply. Trent straightened from the crouch he had dropped into and considered his reply.
“I have no pack,” he said at last. “I am alone here.”
“No pack? You will die here. Your teeth are dull, and you lack even the metal fangs your kind like to carry,” the pack leader rumbled. “You hunt well. The kill was mine, but your aid made it possible. You may hunt with us. If you wish.”
The offer came with a mental invitation, an invitation to join a party, to join the pack. Trent felt the proposal and wanted to accept it. He wanted to join this pack on their hunt. It would be safer, and there were things he could learn from the Beasts; he was sure of it.
But there was a problem. While the pack leader spoke with dignity and his voice contained age, he was new to his post as leader. Trent was certain of this because whatever Skill the Wolf used to form a pack was akin to the Awakened race’s Leadership. Someone with that Skill could not join a party unless the one forming the group had a Skill level higher than his own. Trent, with his Level 3 Leadership, was unable to accept the Wolf’s offer, despite wanting to.
The mood changed when the pack leader’s offer met a wall. His hackles raised, and the other Wolves stopped tending to their wounds to stare at Trent with lips curled back. Trent responded to the hostility by pushing his mask up and leaning forward.
Violet eyes met the Wolf’s gaze, and the pack leader felt shaken. An ancient force peered out of those eyes set in the Al’rashian’s unlined face. The Swordsman was at a disadvantage. His Level was lower, he was outnumbered and unarmed, but there was no fear on that face or in the Warrior’s scent.
“The Truce holds, it must not be broken.” A young voice speaking old words. The pack leader’s hackles lowered, and his head dropped to his chest in shame as he remembered where he was.
Outside of this Trial, he and this Swordsman would be enemies. However, inside, only the Moon Cursed could be hunted. The Winter Wolf had nearly broken a rule that would have turned his own subordinates against him. He might have killed this two-legged warrior only to find all teeth in the Trial lunging for his throat.
The words left Trent’s lips and he felt they were correct. The phrase came from a corner of his soul, near where his Bond had once been. As he tried to pull out their meaning, to examine how he knew to speak them, the hole within him ripped the words away. He was left empty and unanswered. Only a lingering instinct remained, one which told him to stand his ground. To stare the pack leader down and… 
“An offering,” Trent took a meat skewer from Storage and held it out, “in the name of the Truce, and in hopes that the hunt will go well for all.”
The Winter Wolf extended its neck and gripped the gift carefully. As the still-warm meat touched his tongue, drool leaked out over the Wolf’s fangs and he pulled it from the skewer, hardly bothering to chew it before swallowing. Trent found that the gazes the rest of the pack threw his way had lost their tension and turned plaintive.
Seven more skewers were taken out, and Trent gave each of the Wolves one, making sure that his eyes held theirs, and it was the Beasts that looked away. He made the offering, but there was no weakness in it. Tails began swinging as Trent used Balm to heal the Wolves of their injuries; the charm did not do much. The gesture was still appreciated.
While Trent was otherwise occupied, the pack leader returned to the body of the Werewolf. The black Trial Beast was smaller in comparison to the greys. Its weight remained considerable. When Trent saw the Winter Wolf flip the corpse over onto its back with a single flick of its muzzle, the confidence Trent felt in his moral superiority took a hit. He had strained with his whole body to accomplish what the Wolf had done with just the muscles in its neck.
The pack leader’s jaws clamped down on the Werewolf’s skin, and razor-sharp teeth pulled skin away, chomping at the flesh below. Trent stuttered the trigger word to the Balm Charm as he watched the leader's gruesome display. The Wolf Trent was healing tilted its head and whined at Trent’s sudden discomfort.
The pack leader ripped the Beast Core from the Werewolf’s chest and stepped back. Setting the Core on the ground, the white Wolf waited until the corpse disappeared. When it did, and two teeth and a slab of meat were revealed, the leader stood back up. He treated the meat much the same way Trent had, flinging it into the brush, then gathered the teeth and Core in his mouth, brought them over to deposit at Trent’s feet.
“An offering,” the Wolf’s voice was abashed, “in the name of the Truce.”
Finished tending the wounds, Trent took the teeth and Core in his hands. “You won’t eat the meat?”
“That filth is not for eating! It is part of the test. The Moon Cursed hunt to kill but never consume. We do the same to them and deny them the proper end to the hunt!” The white Wolf sounded disgusted by Trent’s question. There was a note of confusion in his answer as well. How could this hunter be wise enough to know of the Truce and be ignorant enough to suggest the eating of the Moon Cursed?
“Hunger sharpens the Hunter. We will eat when the hunt is finished,” The white Wolf explained.
“I… see,” Trent wondered if he could go without eating while clearing a Trial. He was glad he wouldn’t have to find out.
“We must go, Hunter. Three more Moon Cursed must fall before we can return to our territory.” The white Wolf’s words stirred his pack to action, and seven Wolves faded into the trees. “I know not what the Forest requires of you, Hunter, but you would be wiser to seek the rats. The Moon Cursed here are too much for you.”
Trent had more questions and no time to ask them. The white Wolf had already dashed away, continuing down the trail while the pack shadowed him in the brush. With a sigh, Trent stored the teeth and Core before pulling his mask back into place. He was alone again and without a sword. He would need to find a place to rest.
The black Werewolf had been faster than the greys, and appeared without warning. Also, Trent did not want to risk being trapped in a tree if the Beasts turned out to be more astute than their larger relatives. He might have to if he couldn’t locate a Safe Zone.
He had no weapons. It struck him that what he did have was the material to craft some in his Storage. Trent had to see what could be made of Dire Wolf teeth first. Then he could go find the Wererats. The thought of looking for the Trial exit never occurred to him.




Chapter Seven

Where is Trent?
The question had been asked a dozen times. Tersa was glad the group of people she had been sent to bring to Master Taylor had stopped shouting the words at her. She was frustrated and angry when she voiced the question herself. Now, as she sat forgotten in one corner of the Duke’s practice hall, a sick feeling churned in her gut.
Sergeant Cullen did not know where Trent was, and neither did Lady Kirstin, Corporal Francis, Captain Michael, or Lieutenant Nell. When the Duke himself came at Taylor’s urging, Tersa had felt panicked. At first, she thought that fear was from the repercussions coming her way. It was her question that had caused Duke Lewis’s schedule to be interrupted, after all. When the Duke stormed into the room with an air of authority surrounding him like a cloak, Tersa realized it was Trent she was anxious for.
To Tersa, Sergeant Cullen was the strongest man alive. Fairies, fathers, and officers all fell before the Sergeant. Cullen was her example and her wall. When she was afraid, she asked herself what Cullen would do and then acted accordingly. That Tersa was afraid almost all the time was why she threw herself at every situation with belligerence and false bravado.
The anger in the Duke’s eyes and the frown scarring his face caused Tersa’s mask to crack and break. She felt tears welling up in her eyes. The Duke was the only man Tersa had ever seen Sergeant Cullen act respectfully around. For the Duke to look the way he did meant Trent’s absence wasn’t the simple matter it should have been.
Tersa’s only friend was lost, and it had taken her a week to realize it. More than a week! She couldn’t remember the last time she had seen Trent’s stupid… Trent’s honest face. He had been there when she entered the Garden, hadn’t he? She was sure Trent had gone through the white gate of that hateful place first. The thought made her feel even worse.
Trent had gone in, but no one could say whether he had come out! The Garden was filled with Fairies! Tersa shook at the image of Trent at the mercy of those winged horrors while she was complaining about wall-cleaning detail. Boys could be strung up and sliced to pieces as easily as girls could! It would not be fair if that happened to Trent! He never talked back or broke plates. Tersa would bet Trent had never spilled a drop of beer in his whole life. Trent was good! He never…
When a furry white head deposited itself in her lap, Tersa, lost in the memories of a little girl who feared her own family as much as she feared Fairies, wrapped her arms around it and sobbed quietly with her face buried. She didn’t question the support of the canine that had less business in this training hall than she did. She just leaned into it and trembled.
No one paid any mind to Tersa. The most important people in Al’drossford had all gathered, and they all wanted answers. Where was Trent? How long had he been missing? Why hadn’t Cullen noticed his absence? Why hadn’t Kirstin reported that her summons mark had vanished? They were all questions that could not be answered.
Lewis Al’dross rubbed his forehead with one hand and muttered a curse. Besides the Junior Guardsman in the corner, only he, Cullen, and Taylor remained in the training hall. Everyone else had been sent to scour the keep for answers. Tersa was allowed to stay because Cullen had demanded she stay within sight, as if he were afraid whatever had swept Trent away would come back for the girl.
The three men were some of the most powerful Awakened in the kingdom, and they were stumped. A Summons mark, the tattoo that came with a contracted Beast, was not something that faded away without being noticed. But when Trent’s absence was brought to Kirstin’s attention, Lewis’s
daughter had looked stunned, until she had been dismissed. Her eyes were far away as she left the room, scratching at the back of her hand.
Summons could be transferred with the contract holder’s consent. Another way of losing a summons was for the Beast’s loyalty rating to drop below zero. When that happened, the contract would be broken. Normally, a Beast who lost its contract would stand in one spot until another formed a pact with it or it died.
This was where things got murky. Trent was unique. A Human Summons, or from what Cullen said, the boy had become Al’rashian. No one could say with any certainty what would happen once he was free. Michael had assumed that because the boy had awareness and intelligence, he would become exactly what he appeared to be: an Awakened with unlimited potential, with the right to pick his own path.
Lewis had not been willing to risk that. Trent was too valuable to assume that he would behave differently from any other summons. The Duke had insisted that Kirstin keep her contract. He had subtly influenced his daughter into recognizing how extraordinary Trent was. Lewis hadn’t recognized any urgency to the matter. A contracted Summons wasn’t an easy thing to lose.
“This is my fault,” Cullen said weakly for the hundredth time. The Sergeant fluctuated between looking angry enough to punch holes through the walls and depressed enough to weep. “I sent Kris away. I should have…"
“Stop blaming yourself, Cullen!” Taylor snapped irritably. “You couldn’t have known! Loyalty Ratings don’t just drop after reaching 25. It takes mishandling for a contract to break. Kirstin’s presence would have made no difference. And there’s more at play here. Why did it take so long for us to realize the boy was missing? What kind of magic could accomplish that?”
“The contract was always strange.” Lewis let his hand fall back to his side. “I saw it when I did the evaluation but put it down to the boy’s unusual nature. We need a Diviner. And something the boy owned, something he has handled."
“Stop calling him ‘the boy!’ The Runt's name is Trent!" Cullen’s knuckles creaked as his hands curled into fists. “And fuck Diviners! We need Agatha!” 
The conversation died. Cullen interrupting and cursing at Lewis wasn’t unheard of. It was the Sergeant speaking the name of Taylor’s wife, without tacking on an insult, that caused his oldest friends to peer at him with worried expressions. Cullen was right, of course. What a Diviner could do, a Seer could do better, but Cullen was known for saying the opposite, loudly, to Agatha’s face.
“His name is Trent, Trent Embra, and the matter is more serious than any of you recognize.” The modulated voice that spoke drew the men's eyes over Cullen’s shoulder.
An Al’rashian stood there. With his silver eyes and angular features, the man could be nothing else. Dressed in a black cloak and brown leather armor, a sword belted at his waist, the Al’rashian did not have a particularly imposing appearance. He looked like any number of Al’rashian Riders the three had encountered over the years. The fact that he stood there drumming his fingers against the hilt of his sword and had presumably done so for some time without being noticed indicated the man was no common Rider.
“Who the fuck are you?” Cullen was strangely grateful to the Al’rashian. He needed something to focus the swirl of emotions tearing him apart on. Peacemaker was a thought away, and the Sergeant offered up a prayer to any gods that might be listening, begging that this Al’rashian would give him the chance to use his axe. If Lewis had not been present, Cullen might have already started swinging.
Ranar gravely nodded his head as if Cullen had politely asked for his name. “Introductions, of course. My manners desert me. I am Ranar Wygon, of Clan Wygon.” Ranar swept his cloak behind him and offered a low bow.
“Clan Wygon?” Lewis grabbed hold of Tailor’s shoulder. The Assassin had drawn his knives and was drifting to the side, looking for a vulnerable place to strike. “The Wygons are always welcome in Al’drossford.”
Cullen looked incensed at the Duke’s polite tones, and Taylor quirked an eyebrow as well. Lewis was too focused on Ranar to notice. The Al'dross had waited for centuries for a representative of one of the major clans to arrive. If Ranar was who he said he was…
“Please, do not misunderstand,” Ranar straightened up, “I do not, cannot represent Clan Wygon. I am here as Master of the Dusk Tower, and my concern is for Trent Embra.”
“You could be the Empress of Triordon and I wouldn’t…" 
“Shut up Cullen!” Lewis barked tersely. The was no time to explain to the Sergeant who the Master of the Dusk Tower was. Lewis himself barely understood. From what he had read in his family history, if Ranar was telling the truth, Lewis was saving Cullen’s life by interrupting him.
“Thank you. Forgive me, I do not know how you are addressed, Lewis of… Lewis Al’dross. As the leader of your family, you would be called Elder in Al’rashian terms, but your clan has…” Ranar was at a loss to continue. Implying that a Clan had declined was a serious insult, and the last thing he wanted was to antagonize Lewis.
“You address him as Your Grace, and…” For Taylor, the sneer in his voice was the equivalent of Cullen’s cursing. Neither man was handling being taken by surprise well, and Lewis squeezed the Assassin’s shoulder to warn him.
“Your Grace.” Ranar rolled the words around his mouth and nodded gratefully to Taylor, pretending not to see the knives the man still held. “About Trent Embra, I can tell you he entered this keep along with you, Sergeant. I also came to Al’drossford at that time. You should not be relieved that Trent Embra was here so recently. The fact that he escaped my watch as easily as he did yours should alarm you.”
“You entered at the same time as we did?” Cullen’s eyes lit up as a few ideas clicked together in his head. “Then you had been following us for some time. I have you to thank for the ice snake, yeah?”
“Yes, I…” Ranar’s head rocked backward and he took a half step back as Cullen’s fist landed on his face. Lewis let go of Taylor to grab at Cullen and found the action unnecessary. Cullen and Taylor looked remarkably calmer after Cullen’s punch.
Ranar had only taken a half step back. Taylor sheathed his knives and Cullen crossed his arms over his chest. He had not held back with that blow. A fist that could send a thousand pounds of Greater Ice Serpent flying had barely managed to ruffle Ranar. Hidden behind his elbow, Cullen gently flexed his hand and hoped there were no broken bones.
Ranar cleared his throat. “I deserved that. I needed to speak with Trent alone. I apologize for the Serpent. I asked for a Drake, but when Terah learned what I intended for the Beast, she refused to provide one of her servants.”
Cullen grunted and tried not to look impressed. It wasn’t every day you heard a man claim to have sent a goddess to capture a Beast. If this was true, it was one of the most exceptional feats Cullen had ever heard of. If it were a lie, the Sergeant could learn a thing or two about the art of bragging from this Al’rashian.
“Why did you need to speak with Trent?” Lewis asked, his eyes narrowing.
“We should speak of that alone, Your Grace. There are a great many things we should speak of alone.” Ranar’s fingers began their drumming again. “For now, the boy must be found. I am capable of sensing those with Al’rashian blood, and l tried to do so the second I realized Trent Embra was missing. I found nothing. Either he is too far away, or he has entered a Trial. Let us pray for the latter.”
“Hopefully, the boy has followed the instincts of his Class and is challenging a local Trial, in which case, I will find him the moment he exits.” Ranar took a deep breath and his silver eyes flashed. “It will be more difficult if he has been abducted, but my Bond has his scent and will be able to track the boy, wherever he may be.”
Ranar’s gaze flickered to the corner where Arakai was comforting a small crying redhead. “I imagine if Trent Embra has been taken against his will, his captors will soon regret it.”
“Why is that?” Taylor asked. “He's a Summons; if he forms a pact with whoever lured him away…”
“He was never a Summons,” Ranar spoke quietly but bit off the last word. “He… tell me, Sergeant, you took your trainees to the area near the lake Trial because it is filled with low-leveled Beasts, yes? How did you end up in an Instant Trial? Between the domains of two Trials, you should have been safe from the Wanderers.”
Cullen rolled his neck and took out his pipe. As he lit it, he pretended to consider Ranar’s question. He merely needed to occupy his hands, keeping himself from grabbing hold of the Al’rashian and shaking a straight answer out of the man.
“We’d fought a pack of Howlers right before the Survival Trial appeared.” Cullen exhaled a heavy cloud of smoke towards Ranar. “Blood and death can draw a Wandering Trial. Figured that was what did it.”
“You were wrong,” Ranar said shortly. “Trent Embra brought that Trial to you. Outside of a domain, the violet-eyed attract the Wanderers like honey attracts flies. Until he is trained, Trent shouldn’t be allowed to step a foot away from a permanent Trial, a fact which any that currently travel with him are sure to learn.”
“He didn’t have violet eyes until after…” Cullen argued.
Lewis blurted, “Violet eyes? How did you forget to mention that, Cullen?!”
Cullen was spared from responding to the murderous tone in Lewis’s voice by a knock at the door. Helmand, the Dukes’s adjutant, stuck his head into the room a moment later to announce, “Your Grace, the Duchess and her escort have been spotted. They will be here within the hour.”
Lewis’s hand pressed against his forehead again. He felt a headache developing. Vanessa had been sending regular letters for the past six months. She had sent a message the day before saying she was almost home, but this one was the first to mention that she was traveling with a troop of Immortals and forty or so minor Nobles.
After a day of speculating, Lewis wondered if she had withheld that morsel of information to keep him from worrying, or because springing it on him was more amusing. The presence of all those Nobles, not to mention the Immortals, would curtail his search for Trent. He could not send out the Guard in force without alerting watching eyes that something was going on.
“Master Wygon, if you would work with Cullen and Taylor to find the boy,” Lewis sighed, “I suspect I will be occupied for the foreseeable future.”
**********
Cullen glowered at Ranar’s back as they made their way towards the main gate. Lewis was being too trusting, and Cullen couldn’t understand why. Was it because the man was Al’rashian? Or the fact that Ranar clearly had the power to waltz in, out, and around the Keep, unnoticed at will? Shouldn’t that make the Duke suspicious of the man?
But no, instead of summoning Guardsmen to take Ranar into custody, Lewis walked beside him and offered every courtesy. The Duke had already sent Helmand to arrange guest quarters for the Al'rashian, and seemed more concerned with Ranar’s comfort than the arrival of the Duchess!
That was another thing that stuck in Cullen’s throat. He wanted to be out searching for Trent; he already had an idea for finding the Runt. An idea that did not include Ranar’s help, thank you very much and piss off! But instead of rushing to Agatha or the Guild, Cullen had to go along to greet the visitors from the capital.
If Vanessa Al’dross had been returning the way she had left, unaccompanied, Cullen’s presence would not be needed. Her escort of Immortals changed that. The arrival of the kingdom’s elite troops, rather than the Nobles they protected, required a certain amount of ceremony. Had it been Nobles alone, Michael, as Captain of the Guard, would have sufficed. A hundred soldiers, all over Level 50, meant Cullen would be needed to stiffen the backs of the Keep’s own men and head off trouble should it appear. It would not be fitting for the Duke to reveal his own strength, and in Al’drossford, Taylor was known for his skills with a needle, not a knife. Cullen was the public face of the city’s armed forces.
That was how Lewis put it. Cullen found it all ridiculous! His Guards could handle the men that called themselves Immortals. There was no fight in the king’s men. They were merely Class Holders who had unluckily drawn the king’s attention with their success and fortune, enough to be enslaved rather than killed. Cullen knew that the collar, which all Immortals wore, was no honor.
Cullen might have been collared himself if the enchantments on such a device were not limited. A slave owner had to be of a higher Level than those he entrapped. For centuries, Al’verren kings had stood at the pinnacle of the kingdom, but Lewis’s adventuring days had changed that. The Duke and his retainers might be constrained by the kingdom’s charter, but Lewis and his companions made interference in Al’drossford’s business much too costly for serious consideration.
Corporal Francis fell in beside Cullen as the group exited the Keep. He wore the ceremonial uniform of the Guard, highly polished black and silver armor, and had his helm tucked beneath one arm.
“What have you found, Frank?” Cullen said out of the side of his mouth. His eyes never left Ranar’s back. He hurled provocations at the Al’rashian with his mind, urging the man to give him a reason to attack. His fist hadn’t gotten the job done, but Cullen had always preferred an axe. Peacemaker would make the point that his bare hands couldn’t, if given the chance.
“I’ve contacted the Watch; they keep their ears to the ground. No one has heard anything about why we’re being blessed with a troop of Immortals or the brats they’re babysitting,” Frank reported quietly. “Can’t understand it myself. The Duchess would have made better time alone."
“Fuck the Immortals! I don’t give a rat's ass about those puffed up sons of bitches! I want you to tell me where the Runt is!” Cullen’s outburst caused a passing servant to drop the bundle he was carrying, and even the Corporal winced. Lewis and Ranar looked over their shoulders. The Duke’s glance was condemning, though oddly, the Al’rashian’s eyes danced with approval.
“No one has seen the kid.” Frank cleared his
throat and replied carefully, “I still have men looking, but since the Duke wants things done discreetly, there’s only so much we can do, Sergeant.”
“Call off the search! It’s a waste of time!” Cullen snapped. “Once this farce is over with, I'll find the Runt personally.”
Corporal Francis opened his mouth and then shut it. From all indications, the Keep was about to become too busy for the Sergeant to run off. However, there was no way Frank was going to be the one to mention it.
All the Guards at the gate were wearing their dress uniforms, and an honor guard lined the road. Two hundred men stood beside the road outside the gate, holding ceremonial spears at just the right angle and not moving so much as an inch, as they waited to greet their Lord’s wife. Cullen was distinctly out of place in the everyday breastplate and chainmail of the Guard, with just a short sword hanging from his waist.
The Immortals’ disciplined formation could be seen riding up the hill, and Frank risked his life by whispering that the Sergeant might want to change. Cullen shook his head irritably. He had always hated the pomp that came along with his position. Usually, he put up with it. Today he was in no mood.
The clattering of hooves cut off anything Frank may have wanted to add. Cullen sneered as the Immortals peeled off to the sides, allowing a group at their center to come forward. The precision of the soldiers was ruined by the mob they allowed through. Slumped in their saddles, looking bored, the Nobles showed no appreciation for the display that had been arranged for them.
The two women that led the group tried to make up for their companions’ lack of decorum. Vanessa Al’dross and a silver-haired girl Cullen did not recognize smiled as they brought their horses to a stop and dismounted. Cullen brushed at his breastplate, self-consciously, when he caught sight of Vanessa’s cheerful face and graceful form. In his temper, he had forgotten he was coming to welcome a friend home. Reminded of it now, a hint of shame that he kept from his face crept into him.
Grooms hurried forward to take the reins from the Duchess and the girl. More servants helped the rest of the Nobles dismount and guided their horses away. Vanessa smoothed the front of her shirt and, with steady flowing steps and a tired smile, she brought herself to stand before Lewis.
“I’ve returned, husband,” she said, taking his hands.
Lewis brought her knuckles to his lips. “You were gone too long. The Keep has been empty these last months. And you've brought guests with you.”
Lewis’s tone was even, and the words appropriate but the crinkle at the corner of his eyes told Vanessa he would have liked more warning. Vanessa moved to his side and linked her arm through his.
“You remember Eliora,” The Duchess started to introduce the silver-haired girl, standing a step behind her but was interrupted by a disdainful voice.
“Are we through with this? You have prepared rooms, Baron, show us the way. And I trust you have competent servants available. Ours were ordered to remain with the barge for some incomprehensible reason.”
Cullen sighed with relief as the silk-clad man, with the face of a woman, strutted arrogantly forward to make demands. The Sergeant had been itching for someone to unleash his pent-up frustrations on, and with Tersa left behind, asleep on a Dire Wolf, he had been afraid he wouldn’t get any volunteers.
“Corporal Francis, this young man desires appropriate accommodations. See him to the cells and arrange for our prettiest jailers to see to his needs.” Cullen tapped his sword hilt, his eyes on the Immortals as he gave the order he was entirely serious about.
Frank saluted, his fist ringing off his breastplate. His eyes were hard as he went to work. Seth Al'verren found his arm in the Corporal’s unyielding grip before Cullen’s words had finished bouncing off the nearby walls.
Seth futilely tried to wrench his arm away as he shrilly shouted, “Unhand me, peasant! Colonel, deal with this man. I am a prince, you unwashed oaf! Baron Al’dross, unless you wish to see…"
Colonel Bromden had been running to resolve the issue but came to a stop and closed his eyes as Lewis spoke, “Prince? I was unaware the Kingdom’s Heir was planning to visit.”
“Uncle,” Eliora said casually, “Your Grace, he is not the Heir. He is the eleventh born son of our father, the King.”
“I see,” Lewis inclined his head towards Eliora. “In that case, Colonel, was it? Do you wish to execute the criminal personally or should I?”
“Perhaps, leniency could be shown, Your Grace?” Colonel Bromden said respectfully, “He is the King’s son. It’s a minor mistake.”
“What!"
“You will keep your mouth shut,” Lewis hardly raised his voice. In comparison, the click of Seth’s teeth as they slammed together was much louder. Lewis rarely used the Right to Rule, granted to him by his Greater Noble Class, but when he did, any loyal subject of the kingdom had no way to resist his commands.
“I will overlook his transgression this time. An execution would spoil my wife’s return. Release him, Corporal.” Lewis lifted his gaze from Seth to address the rest of the Nobles. “Rooms have been prepared for all of you, and an early dinner will be served once you’ve had the opportunity to freshen up. Colonel, your men are welcome to stay in the barracks.”
Servants rushed forward to see Lewis’s orders carried out, and the Duke clasped his wife’s hand to lead her inside the Keep. Freed from Lewis’s influence, Seth whirled on Colonel Bromden.
“What was that? You allowed a Baron to speak to me that way? How will you answer for this?”
Bromden kept his voice low as he answered, “Your Highness, Lewis Al’dross is a Duke, granted the title by the World itself. In your father’s capital you may outrank him, but here…"
“Here, you step one toe out of line, and I'll hang you from the city wall myself.” Cullen stood behind Seth and growled into his ear, “Welcome to Al’drossford, highness.”




Chapter Eight

It took Orion Embra longer to reach the Trial town of Sweet Meadows than he anticipated. He found his feet dragging as he neared his destination. Sweet Meadows would have a Guildhall, and in that Guildhall, Orion might find word of his Clan. It was why he headed towards the town in the first place, but each step that brought him closer to his goal had been harder to take.
Technically, Orion was still an exile. Though unsealing his Spirit Summoner Class fulfilled the conditions of his return, until the Clan Elders officially confirmed it, Orion was an outsider. And there was a possibility that that declaration might never be made.
There were forces at play that were beyond Orion. His crime, the execution of his own brother, had been serious but justified. He should never have been exiled to begin with. Exile was the most severe punishment the clans handed out. At most, Orion should have been set a task to redeem himself.
As the first Al’rashian to gain the Spirit Summoner Class since the fall, Orion should have been protected. His crime should have been reasoned away. If not for his secondary identity as the adopted son of the First Elder, it would have been.
However much Orion’s Class had been celebrated when it first appeared in his Status, along with the joy came the rumors. What good was a Spirit Summoner without an Orb? How could Orion not instinctively know how to guide Al’rashians to their Bonds? The Elders had seized the opportunity provided by Albion’s death to rid themselves of an embarrassment and apply pressure to Orion’s mother.
Castalia Embra was First Elder by right of birth. She was the purest descendant of Clan Embra, and instead of marrying, she had adopted two boys to make her heirs. It rankled the old men of the clan council to no end, especially since they had no right to question Castalia or the means to persuade her. They didn’t until one of her sons became a traitor, and the other a Kin Slayer.
Orion was sure Castalia had been offered a choice, to marry and produce true heirs or see Orion exiled. Orion had never considered the Council of Elders fools before. They should have known what the results of their meddling would be. Castalia had wished Orion well and sent him away as if his exile would be a tempering and temporary journey.
Orion looked at the mud-speckled walls of Sweet Meadow’s Guildhall and sighed. He placed his palms against the worn wood of the door and pushed it open. His feet might hesitate, but the note from a king pushed him on. Whatever welcome awaited him at the Clan's current camp, he had to return.
Romantics would tell you that each Adventurers’ Guildhall had its own charm, its own stories to tell and secrets to share. In Orion’s experience, if the walls of a Guild could talk, they would be hard to hear over the sounds of Adventurers bragging and calling for drinks, while men fought in the arena or haggled with Attendants for better Quest rewards. He braced himself for the wave of sound that would sweep over him when the doors opened.
Silence. Orion thought he had come to the wrong place. But no, the structure was all there; it was only the color that was missing. The Guildhall at Sweet Meadows was a narrow two-story building. Inside, the designers had fit all the necessary pieces of a Guild into a limited space.
An empty railed pit sat at the center of the room. This arena should have contained Adventurers honing their skills or settling disagreements to the delight of gamblers. Orion had never seen an unused arena before. Most of Sweet Meadow’s Adventurers sat at the tables which were scattered about, while a few leaned against the bar at the right side of the room.
No one was lined up at the Questing Pillar or the Attendant’s counter. No shouting, cheering, or ringing of coin being slapped down greeted Orion. Whispered conversations cut off as the Al’rashian entered, and every eye turned to look at him.
Orion drifted into the room. It was probably his imagination, but he could swear his boots created an echo in the stillness. Pretending he could not feel the gazes burning into him, Orion slipped passed tables and made his way to the counter.
The middle-aged Guild Attendant wore an anxious expression as Orion approached. That look concerned Orion more than anything. The Attendant should have been leaning against his station, looking bored from the lack of activity. Or if not bored, then he should have worn a prideful air of irritation, being upset that Adventurers weren’t making use of his expertise. He should not have hunched his shoulders and looked about nervously as Orion stood before him.
The man cleared his throat and tried to smile. His efforts made him look like he wanted to vomit. “If your business isn’t urgent, it might be best to wait.”
Orion reached into his robe and removed three melted lumps of metal from an inside pocket. He set them on the counter one at a time. The Attendant’s attitude annoyed him. Orion might be uncertain how his Clan would receive him, but in a Guildhall, he was a Silver Ranked Adventurer. Whatever problems Sweet Meadows might be facing, they weren’t his.
“I am here to collect a bounty, and…” Orion’s hand went to his sword, as everyone in the room rose from their chairs. He had placed his Staff in Storage, and that suddenly felt like a mistake.
The roomful of Adventurers were not looking at Orion any longer. They stared at the Attendant as the man took out a monocle with shaking hands and used it to peer at the ruined Guild Tokens Orion had set out on the counter. When the man gasped and rubbed at his lips, muttering in disbelief, Orion eased an inch of his blade clear of its sheath.
The Tokens belonged to three outlaws he had killed on the road. They may have been scum, that didn’t mean they didn’t have friends. From all appearances, Orion had walked into a room filled with those that sympathized with Dale of Kilpond and his cronies. Orion’s sword almost finished freeing itself as a young woman pushed her way through the crowd towards the counter.
The woman swayed as she came forward. Her steps were light and graceful, but her hips had more drunken stagger than seductive grace in them. Hazel eyes, blurry and reddened, confirmed Orion’s guess. The woman’s long brown hair hung loosely around her shoulders, and a cloak concealed most of her body. Where the cloak hung open, Orion spotted chainmail shoulder guards over red leather and the hilts of at least three knives.
Sagging against the counter, the unsteady woman ignored Orion and his half-drawn sword. She hiccupped as she asked the Attendant, “Is it them?”
“Yes, all three of them,” the Attendant responded softly. Raising his voice, he repeated his announcement, “He killed all three of them!”
The crowd erupted. Orion had allowed his blade to sink back into his sheath, and he couldn’t get it out in time. The woman was drunk, but as close as she was, she hardly needed to be fast. Her arms closed around him, holding his arms to his sides.
Her mistake. Orion needed physical contact to cast Bind, and this woman had sealed her own fate. Before he could cast the Spell, she pressed her forehead against his chest. Her voice broke as she repeatedly sobbed, “Thank you, thank you…”
Orion nearly cast Bind anyway. He just wanted to get away. The crowd of Adventurers closed in around him and pulled him to a nearby table. The woman never released her hold as they were both shoved into chairs. She slumped awkwardly, still muttering, while Orion was subjected to thudding blows on his shoulders and pelted with questions.
“Quiet!” The young woman shouted, straightening up in her chair. She grabbed hold of Orion’s sleeve. “How did they die? Was it slow? Painful?”
“No.” Orion tried to tug his arm away and stand up, but the woman’s fingers and the press of the crowd held him in place. “It was over in seconds.”
“What did you do with the bodies?” the woman leaned forward, her eyes clearing slightly as she focused on the Al’rashian.
“I threw them into the Blackmire,” Orion replied.
“Better than they deserved! You should have hung them naked from the trees. Should have plucked out their eyes and…better than they deserved…” Her hand fell away as she trailed off. Then she came to her feet with a roar, “Drinks, drinks for everyone! Dale and his scum are dead! And the world is a cleaner place!”
Orion would have had to cut his way out of the Guild to leave. He was tempted to do it. The Adventurers of Sweet Meadows made up for their earlier solemnness by filling the hall with an uncontrolled celebration. The arena meant for duels became a stage for musicians and dancing. Men stood on tables and shouted his praises. They stamped their feet, and the barmaid couldn’t bring drinks fast enough to satisfy the demand.
Orion heard the story of his battle with the three outlaws told repeatedly. The Adventurers filled in the details themselves, expanding on the few sentences he had been allowed to speak. By the end of the night, Orion had become an avenging angel, who pursued Dale of Kilpond for several days and nights without rest. The epic chase culminated in a fierce struggle on a cliff at dawn, where Dale, unable to escape, flung himself to his death rather than face Orion’s fury.
It was only a few hours until daybreak when the party finally fizzled out. Orion had never moved from his seat. Despite that, he felt as exhausted as the men curled up asleep under the tables. He would have slipped out of the hall then, run for the Wilds, and never looked back only he still hoped to finish his business.
The Guild Attendant, his anxiety gone, sat down in a chair on Orion’s left. The seat to his right was still occupied by the young woman, who had laid her head on the table and had been unconscious for hours. Orion doubted she would remember the night’s events when she awoke. Someone else would have to remind her, Orion planned to be long gone.
“Probably didn’t expect all that, hmmm?” The middle-aged Attendant said, setting a heavy pouch in front of Orion. “Your bounty, sixty silver. Twenty for each Token.”
Orion opened the pouch and counted the contents. Confirming the amount, he tied it to his belt, unwilling to announce that he had Storage. “You take bounties seriously here. Most halls wouldn’t react so fervently for men worth twenty silver apiece.”
The Attendant nodded at the sleeping woman. “Girl’s name is Reann, she’s the one who reported Dale and his lot. Reported them for killing her friends. They were popular around here; pretty girls always are. The hall took their deaths hard.”
“Then why wasn’t anyone out searching for their killers?” Orion had come across Dale, Brins, and Kurt days ago and had not seen a soul on the road since.
The Attendant snorted. “Sympathy is easy. Tracking three Iron-Ranked Adventurers for sixty silvers? Not many here willing to do that. Mostly soft metal on the Kilpond circuit, you understand?” He spread his arms as if begging Orion to do just that.
Orion nodded. Soft metal, Adventurers who did not adventure. They never delved too deep, never hunted outside of familiar terrain, and considered every step before they took it. Adventurers like that were necessary for local economies but they would never be great, never hold a Guild Token that was more precious than steel.
The Al’rashian didn’t judge. He pulled out his own Silver Token and laid it on the table. “I'm looking for word of Clan Embra.”
The Attendant waved the Token away. Guild policy said he should verify it but what he had to say wasn’t official. “We don’t get Ridings through here often. I did hear a rumor about a Clan doing mercenary work around Wallander. Nasty bit of fighting up that way just now. But I can’t say if it’s the Embras or not.”
“You don’t need to check?” Orion asked, looking towards the counter. Records would be kept there, records which would hold messages from the Clans if they were available.
“Like I said, we don’t get many Ridings through Sweet Meadows. Rumor I heard was from a trader.”
Orion tucked his Token away and rubbed at the back of his neck. “A month to Wallander?”
“Month, month and a half, depending on the roads. I’d lean towards it taking longer. Unsettled that way, like I said. Might make better time if you’ve got a good mount.”
That sparked an interest in Orion. It faded after he considered his finances. He’d have to work the local Trial for a lot longer than a month or two to earn enough coin for a decent mount. “What about local weapon shops? Are there any you can recommend?”
“The First Strike sells decent blades. Should meet the needs of a Silver, barely. You'll pass it on your way north if you’re headed for Wallander.” The Attendant regretted not looking closer at Orion’s Token. Generally, Silver Ranked were Level 75 or higher. The Token would have told him the Al’rashian's specifics. Finding out now would mean using Identify, which wouldn’t work if Orion was at such a Level, not to mention being considered rude. More than a few duels started with careless use of Identify.
Orion tossed a coin on the table,.“I'll take a room for the night if one’s available. Please send someone to wake me an hour before the shops open.”
The Attendant took a key out of his pocket and pushed it, as well as Orion’s silver, over to him. “Room at the end of the hall is free and empty.”
“Thank you.” Scooping up the items, Orion stood to leave.
The Attendant rose with him. “Ahh, if you would, Reann has had a rough time. Her room is the first one on the right at the top of the stairs. Waking up in privacy would be better than falling out of that chair.”
“You want me to carry her?” Orion said, his expression flat.
“I'd help, but, my back.” The Attendant placed a hand to the offending body part. “It’s why I gave up Adventuring to work for the Guild, you understand?”
“I don’t know this woman.” Orion hoped the man was joking but had a feeling that this favor was the true price of that free and empty room.
“She won’t mind. You’re her hero now, didn’t you hear the stories? An avenging angel with silver eyes. The proper ending to that tale should be a chivalrous act.”
**********
Reann did not want the privacy of her room. Orion discovered this when he opened the door in the morning and the young woman fell backwards into his own room. Her head bounced off the wood floor as he stepped out of the way.
“Ah, for Wendle’s ever-loving…” Blurry hazel eyes, creaked open and upon finding Orion standing over her with a frown creasing his face, Reann rubbed at them. “It’s you!”
The lanky woman rolled over and pushed herself to her feet. Or tried too. Her arms shook and she gulped as her stomach lurched. “Little hand here?”
Orion stepped over her and strode down the hall. He had done his chivalrous act the night before, going so far as to tuck Reann in and place a basin next to her bed. The woman might be mourning, but that was for her friends to worry about. He was a stranger, a stranger with a long road ahead of him.
“Hey, wait up.” Reann stumbled out of the room, and with one hand on the wall to steady herself, lurched towards the stairs that Orion had already reached.
Long legs carried Orion downstairs and, with a glare at the Attendant, a mousy looking girl, who had probably told Reann where he was sleeping, he left the Guild. The First Strike and Wallander were to the north, and after orienting himself with Map, Orion headed in that direction.
Meat pastries were the snare that tangled him and allowed Reann to catch up. They weren’t even that good, though he bought and ate two. He was finishing the second and brushing crumbs from his fingers when a panting Reann fell in beside him.
“Hey, you must not have heard me,” she said catching hold of his sleeve. “I said to wait up.”
“I heard,” Orion said without stopping. “I saw no reason to.”
“Polite consideration is reason enough for most.” Reann’s face was slightly too green to pull off the disgruntled look she tried to summon.
“Not for me! Not today.” Orion increased his pace. “You should be in bed. You are hungover or still drunk. You need rest.”
“Nothing like a good walk to cure a hangover,” came the reply. “Fresh air and sunshine banish all ills.”
Her mouth said the words, her stomach and splitting head tended to agree with Orion. She wobbled as she tried to match his stride. “My name is Reann of… Reann Quin.”
It was strange to give her last name. She had been Reann of the Blue Doves since becoming an Adventurer. Now, with all her companions dead, she was back to being little Reann Quin of Kilpond. She had not tacked on the name of her hometown to her introduction because the man who led the group that murdered her closest friends shared her place of origin.
“Orion Embra, Kin Slayer.” Orion always introduced himself this way. This time he emphasized his title. He hoped Reann would be one of those who mistook it for a dishonorable addition.
She didn’t.
“Clan kicked you out, but the family kept you, huh? You'd think it would be the other way around with a title like Kin Slayer,” Reann chirped, her attempt to sound cheerful ruined by a belch, “‘scuse me. You probably don’t want to talk about it. So, where are we headed?”
“We
are headed nowhere. I am going to the First Strike, and you should be in bed,” Orion said. He pressed his lips together. He would be running if he walked any faster, and Reann refused to be shaken off.
“The First Strike? I know the owner; I can get you a deal! Is it back to the Guild after that?” Reann prayed the answer was yes. The bartender at the Guildhall made a hangover cure from raw eggs and vinegar, mixed with Health and Stamina potions that would have her right as rain in a heartbeat.
“No, I'm leaving for Wallander.” It was useless to try ducking into an alley to lose her. Sweet Meadows was too small, and the woman knew its streets better than he did. The town hadn’t come awake yet, so dodging into a crowd wouldn’t work either.
“Wallander? Never been, is it nice? Hey, this is the First Strike, you’re about to walk right by it!”
Orion stared at the storefront which was still closed for business. He needed a new sword, but weapon shops were plentiful, and the roads had traveling merchants everywhere. He could keep going, and Reann wouldn’t follow him out of the town… would she?
“So, Wallander, is it nice?” Reann repeated, leaning against the shop wall, out of direct sunlight. Orion shrugged a reply, hoping to discourage her. Reann wasn’t so easily put off.
“Well, ‘spect I’ll find out when we get there.” She took a canteen from inside her cloak and took a drink. Swirling a second swallow around in her mouth, she spit it out to the side. Orion, looking closely at the woman for the first time, realized she was carrying a pack and appeared fully outfitted for travel.
“You are not going,” Orion said bluntly. “You should be back with your friends.”
The door to the First Strike opened at the same time Reann started to reply. A thin, brown-haired teenager stuck his head out and peered at the two owlishly. “Hey, Reann, you here to shop?”
“Not me, Dylan, my friend here is the one with coin to spend. Give him a good deal, yeah?” Reann gestured towards Orion. Her bright smile came off a little sickly.
“Uh, sure, I'll do what I can. Should you be up and about? You’re looking…”
Orion pushed by Dylan, as the well-meaning shop clerk questioned Reann. The inside of the First Strike was tidy. Its walls were covered in weapons and shields. Racks of spears and swords were lined up in neat rows from the front door to the back counter. The number of arms was impressive. Their quality was not. A quick glance told Orion that while there were blades here superior to the one on his belt, he wouldn’t be finding any hidden treasures here.
Not that he had expected to find any, but Orion questioned why the Guild Attendant would think that this shop could meet the needs of a Silver-ranked Adventurer. Behind him, Reann turned down Dylan’s offer to fetch a Healer, while Orion chose a serviceable longsword at random. He wanted to be on the road soon, and given the shop’s inventory, his choice didn’t particularly matter.
Orion discovered a third person had entered the shop when he turned to ask Dylan the price of the sword. The new man was stocky, his face lined, and his hair grey. His thick beard was braided into twin tails, each of which had a red ribbon running through it. This was a Dwarven custom to mark a Journeyman Smith, but the man’s height said he was human.
“Put that back,” the Smith said gruffly. “It’s not for you. Come with me.”
Bemused, Orion hung the blade back on its pegs and followed the man into the back room of the shop. The lighting here was dimmer, but the contents made up for that. A single weapon in this room would be worth more than all the ones on display in the front.
“Apprenticed under Darnar Forgeheart,” the Smith said, seeing the question on Orion’s face. “Don’t sell my own work, usually. Men like you don’t come to Sweet Meadows often. Is it true you killed the men responsible for ambushing Reann?”
Orion nodded slowly. There were swords in this room that would have held his attention even when he was still a Swordmaster. Unfortunately, his purse was rather light at the moment. “You do fine work, Master…?”
“Santar, Rory Santar,” the Smith said over his shoulder. He was pulling a long case from under a table at the far side of the room. Placing the box on top of the surface, he waved Orion over.
“Orion Embra, Kin Slayer,” Orion supplied, joining the man.
“A Rider commissioned these years ago and never came back for them,” Rory said, patting the box. “Tell me what you think.”
Orion flipped the weapon case open and looked at the contents. Two swords lay within. One was a longsword with a simple crossguard and a thin blade, no more than two inches wide. The other was a match for the blade at his hip, an Al’rashian sword, single-edged with a slight curve, suitable for use from a mount or on the ground. Both blades were made from silver-steel.
Orion drew his hand down from the tip of the double-edged sword until his hand wrapped about the hilt. He lifted it from the box and, stepping to the empty center of the room, swung it casually, testing its weight and balance. It had been made for a shorter man, but it responded to his commands, and the silver-steel it was made of gave it a comforting heft.
Orion’s wrist snapped as he parried and sent a riposte to pierce the air. He swayed and stamped as he put the blade through its paces, listening as it sang. He lost himself in the familiar movements of techniques he had long mastered. When he lowered the sword at last, a thin sheen of sweat covered his face, and applause erupted from behind him.
Dylan and Reann had joined Master Santar at some point, and they both reacted as if Orion had been putting on a show for their benefit. Rory only nodded approvingly, his arms crossed over his chest.
“You do fine work, Master Santar.” Orion placed the blade back into its case. “Too fine for me to afford, I'm afraid.”
“That’s as I expected. You don’t have the look of a man blessed with wealth.” The Smith picked up the blades one after another and sheathed them in black scabbards made of soft leather. “But these aren’t for sale. Take them as a gift.”
He pushed the swords towards Orion, and Orion found his fingers closing around them. He held them a moment before asking, “Why?”
It was a reasonable question, and Rory seemed to expect it. The Blue Doves had been popular, but merchants and smiths didn’t give away their goods to avenge pretty girls. Heroism was not worth as much as silver-steel.
Rory cleared his throat as he considered his reply. “My boy was an Adventurer. He left for Kilpond three years ago and was never seen again. Dale and his lot… they came into town three days after the lad left. They said they hadn’t met him on the road but…”
Orion took two stilettos out of his Storage. He had taken them off Dale after the man was dead. At the time, he had thought they were too good to be in the hands of the Assassin.
“Those…” Rory’s eyes teared up, “those were Sam's, alright…”
Orion placed the knives on the table. Tapping one with a finger, he said, “I killed the Archer with this blade.”
That would mean something to a mourning Al’rashian. It would mean something to the Dwarves Rory said he had apprenticed under. The look on the Smith’s face said it meant something to him as well. Rory placed his hand over the hilt and stood silently grieving, as Orion switched out his borrowed blade for the longsword. He put the two curved swords into Storage and, with a bow to Rory, left the man to his memories.
Saying a quick goodbye to Dylan, Reann trailed after him. Outside, she said, “That was well done. Most would have kept the knives. So we are off to Wallander now? Or do you need more supplies? I know all the…"
“We are off to nowhere!” Orion whirled on the woman, anger in his voice. “You can go where you like, but it will not be with me!”
“Why not?” Reann shot back. “It’s a long way, right? You'll need someone to watch your back. Why shouldn’t it be me? I'm a Wind Blade, you won’t find a better Rogue on the Kilpond circuit!”
She flourished her knives as she spoke, demonstrating her proficiency. A demonstration that was ruined when one knife slipped from her unsteady, shaking fingers to clatter to the ground.
Soft metal. Wind Blade was probably impressive in Sweet Meadows, but in Orion’s mind, the Adventurers with Secondary Specializations were just those who hadn’t developed their Skills and Attributes enough to gain an Advanced Class.
“I don’t need anyone to watch my back, and if I did…” Orion caught himself before he insulted the woman. “You are staying here.”
“I think I’m going!” Reann contradicted him, retrieving her knife. Daggers twirled in the women’s hands as she tried to stare the Al’rashian down. “Tell you what. Five minutes! Friendly duel. You lay a finger on me, and I’ll admit it’s my loss. We can start whenever you’re ready.”
Reann doubted she could beat Orion in a serious fight, but avoiding him for a few minutes? Child’s play for a Wind Blade. When Orion slapped one blade out of her hand and twisted her arm behind her back, before relieving her of the second, she couldn’t help but wonder what types of games he played as a boy.
Thinking they were through, Orion tossed the confiscated knife to the ground and walked away. He heard Reann curse, and a moment later her footsteps coming up behind him.
“You said you’d turn back.” The words were a low rumble originating in his chest.
“No, I didn’t. I said I would count a touch as my loss,” Reann responded, falling into step beside him. “And you can’t count that anyway. I’m hungover, remember? So, what’s Wallander like?
Orion’s breath hissed out from between clenched lips. He gestured to the gathering crowd of people traveling the streets while going about their business. “It’s like this, but bigger.”
“How much bigger?”
“What cities have you seen?” Orion asked, wondering why he bothered.
“Grew up in Kilpond. Worked the circuit for the last ten years.”
“What did you do before that?”
“Washed dishes at the Bearded Lion mostly. That’s an inn in Kilpond. My ma and pa run it. Well, ma runs it. Pa hunts and keeps the pantry full. Leaves the hard work to the little woman, he likes to say.” She grinned and shot Orion an expectant look. When the man’s stone face didn’t budge at the joke, she started to think he had no soul.
Her mother was an ogre of a woman, three times as fat and half again as tall as her father. In Kilpond, calling her a little woman would have drunks rolling and in tears with laughter. Orion, having never met the married pair, failed to react.
“You should go back to Kilpond. It’s your home,” was the only response Reann got.
“Won’t. It’s time I stretched my legs and saw a bit more than the backyard. The folks will understand.” She hitched her pack up on her shoulders and nodded to the guards at the gate as she and Orion left the shelter of Sweet Meadows wall. “Owe you a favor, and you need me.”
“You owe me nothing. The Guild paid the bounty. I do not need you.”
“It’s not about money, it’s about lives.”
Orion had no way to counter that, and didn’t try. He stretched out his legs, hoping silence and speed would be answer enough.
It wasn’t. “What’s your Level anyway? You must be up there to be so arro…confident.”
“14,” Orion said shortly. Bind or Water Shackles would hold Reann in place long enough for him to escape. Once they were out of sight of the town’s guards.
“Bullshit!” Reann exclaimed, “You’re lying! Dale and that lot were third rate, but they were mid-twenties at minimum.” She assumed Orion had a Specialization at best. No local Dungeon could attract better.
Orion’s hand closed about his hilt. His voice was cold as he spoke, “That statement is why you should stay, why you shouldn’t travel with me.”
“How do you mean?”
“I'm going to rejoin my Clan, and you know nothing of Al’rashians.”
“I still don’t understand.”
“Your face carries no scars. Do you like it that way?”
“What does that have to do with anything?”
“You called me a liar, and young Al’rashian Warriors carry two swords.”
“What?” Reann was baffled. She was determined to leave the Kilpond circuit and all its ghosts behind. She was ready for a new start, and Orion, a man who could defeat three Iron-ranked Adventurers by himself, seemed a reliable person to team up with. That the man spoke in riddles, she put down to his efforts at driving her away.
“You called me a liar. Most Riders would challenge you for that.” Deciding they were far enough from the city walls now, Orion stopped and faced Reann, carefully judging the distance between them.
“Al'rashians get offended by the truth?” Reann spoke lightly, but there was a challenge in her voice. “What was that about two swords?”
“Young Riders carry two swords."
“Smart, good to have a spare,” Reann quipped flippantly.
Orion wasn’t amused. “Don’t interrupt! They carry one sword for battle and the other for duels. Their dueling blade they coat with the extract of searing berries.”
“Poison? Not a fair duel if you use poison.” Reann wondered if the fluttering in her stomach was caused by last night’s excesses, or the way Orion’s eyes flashed in anger. She cleared her throat and attempted a more conciliatory tone. “What’s this have to do with you being a liar?”
The other members of the Blue Doves would have taken her words as a mocking apology. No Adventurer in Sweet Meadows who knew her would have found them offensive. Orion wasn’t a local, though. His hand was a blur as his sword left its sheath. Reann took a step back and prepared to defend herself.
Orion’s sword was back in its scabbard as if it had never left. A stinging sensation on her left cheek caused Reann's fingers to touch her face. They came away bloody.
“Searing berry extract isn’t a poison. It might cause dizziness in a person with low Constitution, but no real harm. Its purpose is to mark.” Orion’s clipped words drew Reann away from contemplating the crimson on her fingertips. “A cut made with a blade treated with the extract will always scar. A scar that only a high priest or grand cleric can remove.”
Orion stepped close to Reann. She had always been a tall woman, but she felt like a child standing in the Al’rashian’s shadow.
“You’ve named me a liar thrice,” he growled. “You are lucky I’m not a young Rider. They would scar you for the first two times and kill you for the third.” His eyes softened as he stared down at her. She was younger than he had thought at first, a fact which was highlighted by her pale complexion. She flinched as he reached out and used Minor Heal to seal the wound on her face.
When he turned to resume his journey, Reann almost let him go alone. She stood in place, hand touching her cheek. She was twenty-two and had been an Adventurer for ten years. In those ten years, today was only the second time she had felt close to death.
She had been injured before, wounded badly several times, but she always had friends nearby to help her with spells and potions. Just now, Orion could have taken her head. No one would have known, and her bones would have been another set of the anonymous remains littering the Wilds.
That realization steeled her nerves. There were no local Adventurers like Orion Embra. She could remain here and be mocked as soft metal by travelers for the rest of her life, or she could follow the Al’rashian and learn about the greater world. She could learn to protect herself and her companions, never again having to leave friends behind to be murdered.
She ran to catch up to Orion. “Touchy lot, Al’rashians, I'll have to watch it when we meet up with them. How do old Riders react to insults?”
“You won’t have to worry about that,” Orion sighed. His words had a dual meaning, but he didn’t elaborate by adding that older Riders were harder to offend. Or that if you managed to do so, the result was death. He also did not say anything more to discourage her. He had been traveling alone for a long time. Reann reminded him of Trent and Tersa, and the pleasure of a journey shared. He could put up with her until she came to her senses and turned back.
Reann waited for him to continue. When he didn’t, she decided there were things she could teach him as well. Adventurers passed the time between Quests and Dungeons by talking! How could the Silver-ranked Orion not know that! “So, which are you, old or young?”
“I…” Orion found himself treating the question seriously, “I don’t belong to either group.”
Pleased that Orion sounded less guarded, Reann asked, “Why not?”
“Because I met a girl who could make stone statues weep with frustration, and saints tear out their beards.”
“Let me guess,” Reann said, rolling her eyes, “she insulted you, so you killed her and swore off…” she didn’t know how to end that thought. He obviously hadn’t given up violence.
“No,” Orion said, shaking his head, “I made her my sister and vowed to stand between her and her enemies. Tersa offends so many I suspect I will be killing for the rest of my life on her behalf. I can’t afford to be offended for my own sake.”
“Strange person to take a liking too,” Reann said softly. Orion just snorted. “So where’s this sister now? Shouldn’t you be looking out for her?”
Orion looked as far down the road as his eyes would allow. “She is a long way away, but she has others beside her until I can find her. They will look out for her. She and I have a brother. He's young, but he will soon become one who should not be underestimated.”
“Tell me about him.” Reann adjusted her pack on her shoulders as Orion, behaving like a normal Adventurer for the first time, regaled her with an unbelievable tale of being imprisoned in a Trial and his rescue by a Level 1 Awakened. It was a pack of lies, of course, but she never said so or interrupted. Somewhere on the road, they stopped traveling in the same direction and started walking together.




Chapter Nine

Trent was ensconced in a second tree with silver bark. A green vine with silver blossoms curled around this one as well. Trent’s fingers itched to pick those small flowers, but he left them alone. It had taken hours of crawling through the forest to find the tree, and he thought the were-creatures left the timber alone because of the vine. The silver trees were this Trial’s equivalent of a Safe Zone.
Trent was starting to think his problem with the concept of time originated from the stretches he spent in Trials. There was no way to mark the passing of hours here. The stars twinkled overhead, never rotating by to make room for the sun. The full moon hung in its orbit like an illuminated painting, not budging an inch to mark the moments.
The Land of the Undying Lord had been like that. Storm clouds had never broken there.  The Garden of Clarity had been unrelenting in its cheerful sunshine. Curled up on a broad branch, with his back pressed against the trunk and his knees drawn up to his chest, it was easy to forget the outside world. Holding his breath and forgetting the cold that crept into his bones, Trent could imagine a second turning into a year.
He never held his breath for long when this urge came over him. Stealth warned him. Holding your breath or tensing your muscles would cause your body to shake. Trent’s Stealth and Camouflage Skills had both risen a level, but subtle things, like blinking too often, were enough to break their effect, if he was unlucky enough to do so while a Werewolf’s gaze was focused in his direction. Trent was careful to keep his movements to a minimum, except when he was certain he was alone.
Trent held a six-inch tooth and a belt knife in his hands. He decided it was time to rearm himself. He stared at the tooth until an image of a spear tip overlaid itself on the weapon’s crafting material. Trent wasn’t entirely sure how to make this image a reality, but he had four tries.
He slowly brought his belt knife in contact with the tooth and began to apply pressure. The blade slipped, skidded along the length of the Beast part, and never made a mark. Trent bit his lip, adjusted the angle at which he was trying to carve, and tried again.
Snap! The blade of his knife surrendered to the tooth and bounced off his mask before falling to the forest floor. Trent stared at another bladeless hilt and almost threw the offending item down to join its other half. Sentiment caused him to restrain himself. The belt knife and pouch were some of the first things he had received that truly belonged to him. Both were worthless now, but…
The hilt dropped from his fingers instead of going into Storage. It wasn’t sentiment that caused his hand to catch the hilt before it fell more than an inch. Littering the ground with foreign items might draw attention. Trent retrieved the fallen blade and put both halves of the tool into Storage before wondering where the loss of his knife left him.
He rolled the six-inch tooth between his palms. He could try grinding the bone with his sharpening stone. That might work, or he could end up destroying a second tool in the attempt. Maybe if he braced the short sword, the one he couldn’t hold, somehow… thoughts of pulling the tooth along an inch of exposed blade were set aside. Any use of a weapon he did not have the Attributes to wield wouldn’t be allowed.
Knowing what he would find, Trent opened Storage. Useless sword and bow, broken knives, dried food, and a sewing kit, none of which would help him fashion a tooth into a weapon. His eyes lingered on the remains of Sorrow and Strife. There was half an inch of steel extending from the hilts. They could not serve in a fight, but could they be used to carve with?
The heavy bone hilt and sturdy guard of Sorrow filled his right hand. Trent pursed his lips as he brought the edge of the broken blade to the bone and applied pressure. The broken knife seemed to cut into the tooth, but no material dropped away as Trent carved. After the first pass, Trent could see a flattened area on the tooth and was puzzled by the lack of shavings.
He drew Sorrow over the tooth again and again. The tooth was whittled into a sharper point. Trent forgot that he was trying to make a spear tip. He rotated the tooth and continued cutting until all that was left was a sliver of white. He looked around. No bone dust or chips of Dire Wolf teeth could be seen. However, was Sorrow's blade a little longer? Trent Appraised the knife.
Heavy Blade: Sorrow
Paired Rare Item
Soul-bound/will grow with user
Second form broken (restoration 1% complete)
The description of the knife’s Damage Rating and Abilities had been replaced with a note that made Trent’s eyes widen. Restoration, the blades could be fixed! If Trent was right, then the soul-bound knives could absorb weapon-crafting material to repair themselves! That wasn’t all that made Trent excited.
The description said, ‘second form broken’. Sorrow and Strife had been hand axes when Trent first earned them. They changed as he leveled up. The message should say that the knife was broken, but if it specified that the second form was ruined, what about the first?
Trent pushed Mana into the hilt like he would when binding a magic tool. Nothing happened. No, that was not quite right. The Mana gathered in the hilt and stayed there. Trent inserted more and held his breath.
There was a twisting, folding sensation, and the bone hilt became a solid wood haft wrapped in leather. Attached to that haft, heavy axe blades gleamed at Trent. Trent smiled like he was welcoming an old friend. His hand tightened around Sorrow’s handle as he Appraised the weapon.
Hand Axe: Sorrow
Paired Rare Item/Good Quality
Soul-bound/will grow with user
Damage rating +10
The fact that the axe was weaker than its knife form, weaker than when he had first found it, didn’t bother Trent in the slightest. He had a weapon again! Sorrow and Strife could be repaired, and the means to accomplish their restoration could be found in the Moonlit Forest. All he had to do was hunt for it.
**********
Wererat - Level 13 Trial Beast
Trent lay flat against the earth, concealed beneath a leafy bush as he examined the creature. It was the lowest-leveled Wererat he had been able to find, and the only solitary one. Wererats traveled in groups of three or four, normally, though Trent had seen as many as eight together.
The Beast was only 4 levels higher than him, 3 if he invested his saved XP in Swordsman. Trent had fought stronger opponents before. However, the pit in his stomach said that the Wererat was more than it seemed. Trent suspected it was an Advanced Beast, a creature Sergeant Cullen would tell him to avoid.
But Trent was determined not to shy away from this scrawny Rat creature. It had detected his use of Identify and searched its surroundings with beady white eyes. The Wererat’s nose filtered the air and it squeaked a challenge, pawing at the ground with thin claws.
Trent had gained another level in both Stealth and Camouflage as well as a point to Agility. As long as he remained calm and still, his location would be secure. He hoped. The Wererat was still forty feet away. If it drifted in his direction, his fledgling Skills might not be enough.
Trent clutched a vial of Liquid Silver in his palm. This was where his confidence lay. It was the bane of Were-Beast, just as fire and light had been to the Undead. With the right preparation, the proper terrain, and a trap or two, he could beat the Advanced Beasts one Wererat at a time until he could face two. Once he could fight two, then three or four…
…might be pushing it. He would take it one step at a time, patiently testing himself, slowly growing in strength. The Moonlit Forest had no time constraints. If he were careful, Trent could eventually gain all the materials necessary to restore Sorrow and Strife. Then he could see where he was.
The Wererat leaped towards a bush and shredded it with its claws. Its narrow muzzle pushed into the plant’s depths, snapping at something within. A small black and white shape broke free from concealment and rushed between the Beast’s legs with a yelp.
Trent did not move. Whatever the Wererat was hunting was tiny, not reaching the Beast’s ankles, and Trent was sure the small creature was done for. Nothing he could do would change that. It was a disgusting thought, but maybe if Trent observed how the Wererat killed this animal, he would be able to find a weakness to exploit.
The Truce Amongst Hunters called on him to act. It was not demanded. A Hunter had to depend on himself first. Trent regretted the black animal’s predicament, but he was in no position to aid it. Reckless action could only result in his own death.
The crying, scurrying animal dodged another swipe from the Wererat's claws and tried to duck beneath the shelter of nearby tree roots. The Trial Beast cut it off, kicking up fallen leaves as it pounced. Trent silently cheered and then groaned as the animal slipped and stumbled. The Wererat lunged again, and razor-sharp teeth clamped down, scoring the animal’s hind end but not managing to engulf it.
With a piercing whine, the black and white streak found its feet again and rocketed away as fast as tiny legs could carry it. The animal was strangely clumsy as if it had only learned to walk recently, and running was entirely new. It found the trick quickly, inspired by fear. Its legs churned the dirt as it sought to escape.
Trent caught sight of brown markings on its legs and at the tip of the animal’s floppy black ears. Its eyes were brown as well. That was easily seen, as the animal’s eyes were wide in panic, and it was steadily getting closer as it fled in Trent’s direction. Passing directly next to Trent, it threw itself behind him with a whimper. Trent was tempted to grab it by the scruff of the neck and hurl it away, but it was too late for that. The Wererat had already arrived.
Trent’s arms pushed him upright and his legs bunched to drive him forward. His shield formed on his arm, and he slammed it into the Wererat’s muzzle. Boy and Beast tumbled to the ground. An ear-piercing shriek stunned Trent as he fumbled the cork from the vial in his hand and attempted to pour it into the Trial Beast’s face. His body locked up, and he found himself being hurled aside by the short limbs of the Wererat, even as the Liquid Silver dribbled out of its container.
Rolling through the underbrush, Trent came to a sudden stop beneath a tree, having made contact with its trunk. The physical shock robbed him of breath, but it also shook loose the Wererat’s paralyzing Skill. Trent pulled himself to his feet and snatched Strife from his belt.
He was not ready for a face to face confrontation with a Wererat. Like so many things in his life, the decision had been taken out of his hands. He drew in a deep breath and braced himself; the Wererat was coming for him. It slammed into his shield, and only a last-second activation of Steady Footing kept him from crumpling beneath its weight.
One of the Rat's eyes bubbled, and half of the fur on its face had been burned away by Liquid Silver. Clever hands pulled at the rim of Trent’s shield as the Beast snapped at his face. Trent lashed out with Strife and scored a deep hit in the Beast’s shoulder. He kicked at its stubby legs and managed to force it back.
Trent activated Dodge and Dash as he followed the retreating Rat. Strife slashed at its head; his shield bashed at its torso; he had to finish it quickly. Blind in one eye, the Wererat was helpless to resist at first, and Trent continually drove it back. Then its mouth opened, and the chattering screech was unleashed once more. Trent’s body froze.
A clawed hand lashed at his shield, and Trent saw the flicker of light that announced a Skill being used. Fortunately, his own Skill, Block, only needed a thought to be employed, and Trent’s mind was still clear. Unfortunately, Trent’s Skill was a Basic one, and the Rat’s was not.
For the first time, Trent experienced the gut-wrenching sensation of having a Skill broken. His body spun from the impact and his thoughts clouded as both Steady Footing and Block yielded to the Wererat’s superior Skill. He fell to the ground hard and gasped; his arm and brain numb.
But then, the black form of the animal responsible for Trent’s situation rushed out of the brush to clamp on to the Wererat’s leg. Its teeth did not penetrate the Beast’s skin, but it bought Trent a moment to recover. As the Wererat kicked the animal aside, Trent rolled to his feet, and dropping Strife, grabbing a second vial from his belt. Thumbing it open, he tossed it into the Trial Beast’s face.
The Wererat screamed and clawed at its own face, as its good eye bubbled and boiled away. Trent retrieved Strife and hacked at the Rat’s limbs, circling to avoid the creature’s flailing blows. He spent another five minutes toying with the Beast before he could deliver a sound blow to its compromised skull, ending its struggles.
The Wererat crumpled, dead, and Trent hurriedly plunged Strife’s blade into the soil, hoping the brief contact with Liquid Silver had not corroded it. He scrubbed at Strife with leaves and rinsed it with his waterskin to be sure. It had cost him two of his eight vials to survive this fight. If his weapon were damaged, he wouldn’t even count it as a win.
Hacking the Wererat’s chest open with an axe could not be called Harvesting, but Trent secured the Beast Core and three Shadow Rat's teeth before the body disappeared. He left the tainted meat, and he was anxious to be gone from this place, worried that the sounds he and the Rat had generated might draw others.
The limping form of the animal crawling out of the brush stopped him. It was the first clear look he had gotten of the creature that had brought the Wererat toward him, and he was stumped by what he saw. The animal was favoring its right rear leg as it came forward, its long tail fanning the air happily. It sniffed at the meat dropped by the Trial Beast until Trent growled at it to leave it be. Doing so, the animal hopped toward him and sat, looking up at Trent, clearly delighted.
It was smaller than he had thought, at first. It wasn’t distance that had made the creature look tiny. Trent could pick this animal up and hold it with one hand. Most of its body was covered in black fur, but its legs and chest were white, and brown markings dotted it here and there. Red stained its rear leg where the Wererat had scratched it, and the wound would still be bleeding if not for the dirt that sealed it.
Dog - Level 1, common animal
“What are you doing here?” Trent asked, after Identifying the creature. “And how are you alive? A scratch should be more than enough to finish you off.”
The Dog tilted its head as if seriously considering his question, which was ridiculous. A Level 1 animal, this Dog was not even a Beast, wouldn’t be intelligent. It couldn’t speak or understand. The yips and high-pitched growls it made weren’t an answer, just noise. Trent squatted down in front of the Dog and put his hand over its muzzle.
“Be quiet; the Rat has friends!” He whispered. The Dog nuzzled his gloved hand playfully, then clamped down on his fingers and tugged at them with a growl.
Pulling his hand free, Trent chastised the Dog, “What is the matter with you? Don’t you know where we are? There’s no time for that!”
The animal lay on its stomach and covered its nose with both paws, whining, as it stared at Trent with wide eyes. Trent wasn’t falling for the act. Tersa distracted him with a similar look when she was about to steal his food. “You need to go back to your pack. It’s not safe to be alone here!”
Trent stood back up and took stock of his own injuries. He hadn’t lost any HP, fortunately, or if he had, it had already recovered. His back was sore where he had hit the tree, and his left arm felt strained where it had been wrenched by the Rat tugging at his shield, but there were no cuts.
He was in one piece and had gained another 100 Experience Points. He was pleased to find Small Blades had gone up a level. One more level in that Skill and a few hundred more XP would allow him to increase Survivalist. Not that he was sure he could wait.
He had won this clash, but he couldn’t afford to fight this way again. He only had six vials of Liquid Silver left. If he used two per fight, he would only be able to kill three more Wererats. Maybe if he leveled Swordsman or chose a new Class, he could figure out a better way to defeat this Trial.
He needed to find a new hiding place to consider his options. Preferably, another silver-barked tree. For now, anywhere away from here would do. Trent dropped into Stealth and began to slip through the forest. The Dog, limping and whining, followed him. It had attempted to clean the wound on its leg but stopped when Trent started moving and the cut was bleeding again.
Snatching the animal up, Trent pressed its muzzle closed. “Where is your pack?” The Dog’s tail wagged in reply to his hoarsely whispered question, and it pulled away from his hand to lick at his glove. Trent cast Balm to heal its wound.
“I can’t look after you. I can barely take care of myself! You aren’t alone, are you?” The Dog latched on to the tip of his finger and worried at it. Trent felt like an idiot for talking to it like the Dog was a person.
“I'll get you away from here, and then you’re on your own! Got it?”
More wagging. Trent was starting to think he was being tricked. Tucking the animal into the crook of his arm, he activated his Skills and began slipping through the brush. Stealth and Camouflage would be seriously tested as they tried to counter the squirming, whining animal Trent found himself saddled with.




Chapter Ten

Seth Al’verren settled into the upholstered chair in the room assigned to him and regarded Colonel Bromden over steepled fingers. “Explain to me, Colonel. Explain why you allowed a Baron to threaten me, and a common thug to manhandle my person!”
The spoiled noble who had made a scene at Al’drossford’s gate was gone. Bromden wasn’t sure what that had been all about. Seth Al’verren was born to privilege, and that was exhibited in his mannerisms. He was not given to public displays. At court, Seth had always conducted himself appropriately and never did anything that might irritate his father. He was not a shining jewel in the royal family, but he was never an open embarrassment.
During the last month of travel, however, Colonel Bromden had seen another side of this younger son. Seth had played the part of a drunken fool, pandering to the wants of lesser nobility. He had raved in public and private, creating a persona that would have him called before the throne, if the king were made aware.
Bromden did not doubt that there was a plot afoot. Seth was often involved in court intrigue, and although those intrigues always failed, he was never discouraged. He was careful to keep his hands clean in his pursuit of influence, and the king allowed him his games, as long as he didn’t go too far. He had clearly crossed the line this afternoon, which didn’t seem to have occurred to Seth.
Bromden lifted an eyebrow at the king’s son and then directed a significant look toward the other man in the room. Avery Cordwain leaned against the wall and stared out the window. The man was Seth’s closest confidante, but Bromden didn’t think Seth would want anyone to hear what he was going to say.
“You may speak in front of Avery, Colonel,” Seth said, pressing a finger to his left temple. “Do so, quickly!”
Bromden’s lips quirked at Seth’s tone. The younger man seemed to have forgotten that he could no more order an officer of the Immortals than he could Lewis Al’dross. “I allowed you to be manhandled, your highness, because the alternative for you was execution. The kingdom only has one prince, and that title is not yours. Outside of court, you may address yourself as Sir, but that is merely a courtesy.”
“Executed! Al'dross wouldn’t dare! He has no backing among the Nobles. He is the least…” Seth leaned forward, his eyes fiery as he spoke through clenched teeth.
“At court,” Bromden said, just as intensely, “that may be true. In Al’drossford, Duke Al’dross has no peers and needs no backing. Have you already forgotten how you nearly broke your teeth when he gave you an order? Lewis Al’dross is a Greater Noble! And from all accounts, that is the least of his Classes!”
“Rumors,” Seth snapped. “Whatever Al'dross may be, he still stands below the King! What use are you and your men if you are unable to enforce the king’s laws!”
Bromden was speechless for a moment. “The king’s laws say that Al'dross could take your head and send it back to your father in a basket! Is that the law you want me to enforce? Or did you want me to rebel against a Noble on his own lands?
“I don’t know what game you think you are playing, highness, but I recommend you give it up.” Bromden rubbed his hands against his face. “That man who threatened to hang you from the wall? If Cullen of Al’drossford decides to do just that, I will not be able to stop him!”
Without another word, Colonel Bromden spun on his heel and stalked out of the room. Once he was gone, Seth leaned back in his chair and cursed. At the window, Avery murmured, “The Right to Rule; I thought it a myth. You may have underestimated Al'dross.”
“It appears that way,” Seth seethed, rubbing his jaw. It still ached from the force at which he had shut it. It didn’t sting half as much as being forced to follow Lewis’s command. “But Al'dross is still just a Baron, one who has been out of favor for years.”
“A Baron who can intimidate a Colonel of the Immortals,” Avery mused in his velvet voice. “Your contingency may fail as well.”
Seth hated hearing those words, but he didn’t glare at his advisor. “That will depend on you. Does Al'dross intimidate you as well?”
“He does.” Avery brushed at his scarlet silks with long fingers. “And the Sergeant, as well. I couldn’t Identify either, and both sensed my attempts.”
Seth stiffened in his chair. “That’s impossible!”
Avery Cordwain was an Agent, a Class with little combat potential, but one which was unmatched in the realms of infiltration and information gathering. What little following Seth had managed to claim for himself was directly related to Avery’s Skills.
“If Bromden will not depose the Baron for us,” Avery began.
“Watch your words.” Seth shot out of his chair. “Are you trying to get us both arrested?”
That had not been a concern before. But now, in the face of Bromden’s rebuke and that uncouth Sergeant’s threats, Seth was very aware that there was no Royal safety net to catch him in this keep. Plans made in the comfort of his personal villa felt riskier now that they were being put into play.
“There’s no reason to worry,” Avery said mildly. “There are no spy holes in this room, nor are there listening enchantments. I almost think Al'dross has no Spymaster. Or if he does, the man’s skills are frightening.”
Seth didn’t like hearing that word from Avery. “Al'dross doesn’t hold me in high esteem. Perhaps he doesn’t think it necessary to monitor my actions.” The thought rankled but was more acceptable than the keep holding a man more at home in the dark than Avery.
“Perhaps,” the Agent murmured, “it would be best to proceed cautiously with any further plans. This place may not be as simple as we believed.”
“Keep an eye on my sister,” Seth said darkly. “If all else fails…”
“That was never a sound plan,” Avery replied firmly. “Eliora’s death will have your father dragging us all into a truth circle.”
“Nonetheless, if her death could be laid at the Baron's feet, this territory would fall into my hands readily enough.” It was all Seth dreamed of. He could never hold the Royal Class, and without a territory to lord over, the Noble Class brought little benefit. It was his aunt’s visit that gave Seth a slim glimmer of hope.
Vanessa Al’dross was tolerated at court because the King still looked fondly on his younger sister. Her visit made it clear to Seth that she had no allies other than the King. Of course, she needed no others, and if the Al'dross had not been isolated, that support would have sufficed. Combined with a conversation Seth had overheard, where his father spoke of Lewis Al’dross as if he hated the man, Seth had seen his chance.
The King would welcome an Al’verren ruling over this territory. Seth could finally have the title he deserved. All he had to do was force Lewis Al’dross to commit an act that would justify his fall, a minor thing in the Al’verren capital. Here, in the presence of a man with the Right to Rule…
All of Seth’s plans seemed farfetched now. Seth had brought the most problematic Nobles he could find with him to cause trouble in the city. He had thought Al'dross would hesitate to act against the younger Nobles he had invited, and that when Lewis did, their families would pressure him.
Counts and Earls would tremble before a hundred Immortals, but Colonel Bromden had been cowed by a single Sergeant! It was inconceivable, yet Seth had seen it with his own eyes. Seth suspected his “friends” would be in the city jails at the first sign of trouble.
Blaming Al'dross for Eliora’s assassination? That was a pipedream, though one of Seth’s favorites. He had wished his sister dead the moment he realized the king favored her over him. Her death would bring the Immortals and the inquisitors in force. Those men wouldn’t settle for an official story; they would have the truth. They would punish any who had even thought of harming the king’s favorite. Seth would be no exception.
“Where does that leave us?” Seth ran his hands through his hair and tugged at the ends of his auburn locks.
“Patience,” Avery said with a shrug. “You made your plans from three thousand miles away. They won’t work. That doesn’t mean there isn’t one that will; we just have to find it. Easier to pluck a thread from a shirt you are wearing than one in your wardrobe.
“In the meantime, Al'dross is expecting you for dinner.” Avery stretched his arms wide. “I suggest you apologize to him. Blame today on the stress of travel. Try to get on the man’s good side. It doesn’t help if he has his guard up around us.”
At the mention of ‘guard” Seth unconsciously began rubbing his shoulder. That soldier had nearly pulled Seth’s arm from its socket when he grabbed hold. Seth would find a way to pay him back for that. Lewis Al’dross might be out of reach for now, but the Immortals would relish the chance to show up a common Corporal. Seeing the soldier beaten would calm Seth considerably, and it would take the lightest of prodding.
“What will you be doing while I'm making nice?” Seth asked, a hint of sullenness slipping into his tone.
“We need information.” Avery smiled and walked to the door. “You show Al’dross how well behaved you can be, and I will find a knife you can slip into his back once you’ve gotten close.”
**********
Outside the guest chamber, Avery’s crimson silks became the black and silver of an Al’dross servant. The disguise wasn’t perfect, servants rarely wore silk, but with the right posture, a busy eye would drift past him. Avery’s Class ensured that all but the wariest would see what was expected to see.
Avery had been blessed with an honest but plain face. Wearing a lost expression and carrying a bundle of Seth’s clothing, he looked like a new hire that was confused by the keep’s layout as he began his search. He was careful not to overdo it. Show too much confusion, and someone might take pity and lead him to the laundry. The right amount of perplexed determination had the Guardsmen he passed making wagers on when he would stop and ask for directions.
Avery had been in service to Seth Al’verren for close to seven years now.  He couldn’t ask for a better master. Seth was conceited, overreaching, and blind to his own faults. He was also a Level 8 Scribe, planning to usurp the territory of a man married to the king’s sister. Avery would not bother trying to further those plans.
He would, however, encourage them. Seth's conspiracies absorbed money like sand held water. It was easy for Avery to repurpose some of those funds for his own needs, and as long as Seth was fed a little flattery and a touch of truth, gold continued to flow.
Avery had begun his life on the streets of Al'verren's greatest city, the capital, so cleverly named after its rulers and their kingdom. The royal family stamped their name on every landmark they could. Were they worried their citizens would forget them if a reminder wasn’t around every corner?
Avery certainly never forgot. Looking at the palace from the slums, he swore he would walk its halls one day. It had been a shorter road than he thought it would be. He had a talent for being overlooked, and he played it to the hilt.
While other urchins cut purses and picked pockets, often losing a hand for their troubles, Avery used his ears. He listened and filtered the information others never understood to be the true treasure. When Avery’s hand dipped into a pocket, it was for a slip of paper rather than a coin.
He discovered where merchants and other rich men hid their valuables and sold those locations to thieves and local gangs. He told jealous wives where they could find their husbands when those men stayed out too late. He advised those same men when they should return home if they wanted to catch their wives, while the women were getting their revenge. It only paid a coin or two in most cases, but he built a reputation, which was the point.
He came to the attention of Seth Al’verren when the man, who styled himself a prince, invested with a group of smugglers who were supplying a rebellion. Avery had almost let the opportunity pass him by. He wanted to walk in the palace, but he had no love of Royals. It would have been amusing to see Seth drawn and quartered for funding his father’s enemies.
He had warned Seth, though. He brought the Noble proof and asked for no reward. He had to do that twice more before Seth took Avery on as his servant. Seth was nothing if not consistent. The man never saw a lame horse without betting on it. He was exactly the type of lord Avery had been looking for.
At least that was true at the time. Avery was tired of pulling Seth out of messes. He had ambitions of his own, and while Seth wanted the land that was a Noble’s birthright, Avery merely wanted the title. Minor Nobility could be gained through service or marriage. Once the Class filled the second slot in his Status, Avery could acquire land the same way he earned everything else. Deception and hard work went together better than people wanted to acknowledge.
This latest debacle of Seth’s was Avery’s dream. Lewis Al’dross was a generous lord with two unmarried daughters. The man who could warn Al'dross of a plot inside his own house could expect ample rewards. Knighthood wasn’t Avery’s ideal path, but he’d take it, and if the Baron offered him a small town where he could live as mayor? Avery had mastered the art of bending the knee while looking sincere.
There was still Eliora to consider, as well. Eliora Al’verren was smarter than her brother but just as sheltered. In some ways, she was more vulnerable. She thought herself canny with her Assassin and Shadow Mage Classes. To Avery she was an open book, one he could read but never put on the shelf.
It was Eliora that Avery found while looking for a noose to slip around Seth’s neck. Dressed in black leather armor, a black Cloak covering her silver hair, the girl was making her way through the keep, quite obviously not heading towards the dining hall.
Curious, Avery tucked his bundle into the Storage device on his wrist and followed behind her. His silks changed to more common greens and browns, and by the time he left the keep at a discreet distance from Eliora, he looked more like a laborer than a noble’s servant.
He didn’t add any of the necessary accouterments to complete this facade, as the person he was hiding from never looked back once. Eliora, despite her Assassin’s black, never once considered that she might be followed. Everyone who might be interested in doing so should be occupied with their meal at this time.
Avery followed Eliora to the local Guildhall and watched as she paid the silver for a Guild Token. As Eliora cradled the wooden disk like it was a precious treasure, Avery’s lips split into a smile. The girl had come to this distant city with plans of her own, and now the Agent was confident he knew what they were.




Chapter Eleven

A young Elwire tree was just as sought after as the more mature variety. Perhaps more so. After a few years of growth, an Elwire couldn’t be felled until after it died. The young trees yielded to axe blades, and while the amount of wood produced was only suitable for crafting small trinkets and weapons, that was enough to make men rich. Weapons carved from Elwire wood were as hard and sharp as steel but lightweight and easily enchanted.
Trent was in a Craftsman’s dream. His furtive wandering had brought him to a grove of Elwire too young to resist Strife’s blade. If it had been a real dream, a sleeping Craftsman would have viewed it as a nightmare, seeing an amateur chipping away at bounty meant for experienced hands.
Trent had had to look up the tree in
a
Fairy’s Garden to discover its use. He might not have done that if the razor-sharp leaves hadn’t cut into the shoulder of his mail when he brushed up against them. He’d thought the grove, which was approximately a hundred square feet, a Safe Zone, given the way the Wererats circled it but didn’t enter. Now, he understood that the Trial Beasts avoided the grove because any careless movement resulted in serious injury.
Even a young Elwire was resilient. The half-blade of Trent’s knife cut and absorbed the hard wood, but, because he could not make much noise without drawing attention, it took Trent an hour to fall a single six-foot sapling. He chipped and sawed more than he hacked and often stopped to listen for approaching footsteps.
Stripping the small tree of branches and leaves took nearly as long. Once he had a straight staff, he stored the wood, collected the trimmed branches, and, switching knives, started on another. Cutting through a single Elwire only restored a small percentage of Sorrow and Strife, but there were dozens of trees. By the time Trent was ready to begin his project, ten Elwires occupied his Storage, and his knives had grown from half an inch to nearly two inches long.
With a six-foot length resting on his knees, Trent envisioned the spears he had seen Guardsmen train with. Along with the image came a feeling of disquiet. He had never trained with a spear, and, like other times when he considered doing something unnecessary, he could hear Sergeant Cullen telling him to think carefully.
Actually, the booming words in his head told him not to be stupid. They said to concentrate on what he knew and not go pissing about inventing trouble. Was Trent a Spearman now? Had he become a Weapons Master while turning cartwheels on the road to Bellrise? Maybe he should pull his head out of his ass and remember that his sword techniques were better developed than all his other Skills!
The blade that formed under his knife was thin and three feet long. Single-edged with a slight curve, it resembled an Al’rashian longsword without a crossguard and lacked the comforting weight of a metal blade. A test with his thumb told him the edge was dull, and Appraisal confirmed this. Trent had created a training sword with a Damage Rating of 1.
He produced a vial of Liquid Silver with the intent of coating the wooden blade but pulled back. This was wasteful! How much damage could a training blade do even when covered in corrosive poison? He should carve all the wood away and try to restore his knives.
The Dog sleeping beside him woke up and yawned. Brown eyes blinked up at Trent, and a black tail began to sweep the ground. Trent sighed and rubbed the back of the Dog’s neck.
“What would you know? I had to try!” He muttered at the puppy, tossing the failed sword aside and setting his hands on his knees. “It wouldn’t have been a waste of time if it had worked.”
The Dog yawned at him again and nudged his hand. Its nose pushed against the red jewel set in the knuckle of his glove. Brown eyes questioned him silently.
“You think I should see what happens?” The Dog’s head tilted and one of its ears perked up. “Fine, what do I have to lose? Besides one of the few effective weapons I have.”
Trent retrieved the wooden sword and opened the vial of Liquid Silver. He meticulously applied the poison to the blade, attempting to coat the entire length. The pores of the Elwire wood seemed to suck the Liquid Silver up. When Trent finished, he could see no noticeable difference in his homemade weapon.
“I told you,” he rebuked the Dog. “I don’t know what I was thinking, trusting you to…”
Trent was about to toss the useless blade in his hand aside again when it caught fire. Bright, flickering light filled the grove as a pure flame erupted. The heat of the flame would have been welcomed if it had not been so damning. Trent had counted at least three Wererats that patrolled the perimeter of the grove in irregular intervals. If one were doing its rounds now, there was no way they would miss the flare in Trent’s hands.
“No, no, no!” Trent hissed. He waved the burning blade futilely, trying to cast the flame aside. He was about to attempt plunging the wood into the ground, when it occurred to him that he had a more practical solution. Fire Manipulation had been used to keep him warm in this Trial, but that was hardly its purpose.
Connecting with the flame using his Ability, Trent tried to put it out, to disperse it. Nothing happened. It was his first time working with a flame besides a campfire or that he had created with a charm, and though he could feel it, it didn’t respond to his will.
He concentrated, wrapping the flame in his Mana. He could not put it out, but that wasn’t something he had ever tried to do before. Most of his practice had been in controlling the intensity at which a fire burned or shone.
Trent pushed at the flame, not outwards but inwards. He begged it to dim its light, to burn softer, to withdraw into the wood. The fire responded, although not in the way Trent expected. All at once, the fire dove into the blade. There was a rush of wind, and the smell of fresh cinnamon and honeysuckle filled the air, refreshing, spicy, and sweet.
Trent let out a soft sigh of relief. The yellow wooden blade had turned ashen and felt even lighter than before. It was still a waste, but at least the fire was out, and his hiding place had not been exposed.
He looked down at the wide eyes of the Dog. “You shouldn’t worry so much. I know what I’m doing.”
The puppy might have disagreed with this statement, but Trent was spared its judgment. The Dog’s attention went from Trent to the form that was rushing through the Elwire grove, ignoring the cuts it accumulated from the sharp leaves tearing through its skin. One Wererat had noticed Trent’s experiment and had decided to object.
Trent came to his feet. His shield formed on his arm even as he realized Sorrow and Strife lay forgotten on the ground. His few remaining vials of Liquid Silver were locked away in Storage, and the only weapon at hand was the ashen branch in his hand.
He had only cleared a ten-foot section of the grove cutting down the Elwires, and unless he wanted his own skin torn to shreds running through the leaves, there was nowhere for him to move to. The Wererat’s first blow knocked his shield aside, and a second set of claws slashed his mail, slicing his chest.
Trent swung the wooden blade in his hand instinctively. The sword slammed into the Wererat’s paw as it drew back to strike at his throat. It screamed as its stubby fingers were cut away, and it jumped backward, hunching over.
The ash of Trent’s blade fell away. Underneath, the yellow wood had turned black. Trent had carved the sword to have about a palm’s width, but all that was left now was about two inches. Judging from the severed fingers on the forest floor and the blood that spurted from the Wererat’s stumps, the edge of the blade was not dull anymore.
Trent followed up his first cut with a slash. Three bleeding wounds decorated his chest, and it was only fair the Wererat experienced that indignity itself. Blood flew as fur and hide parted. Twisting his wrist, Trent cut into the paw that attempted to bat his blade aside, and when the Wererat stepped back, Trent thrust, piercing the Beast’s heart and ending its life.
The corpse collapsed at his feet, and he wrenched his sword free to stare at the blade wonderingly. The puppy pounced forward and seized the Wererat’s foot in its mouth, biting savagely and growling in victory.
Trent looked down at him. He had been thinking of the Dog as an it to keep his distance, but the pup was clearly male. Watching the Dog pulling at the corpse, Trent noticed that even with the Wererat dead, the Dog’s teeth could not penetrate the Rat’s hide.
“Stop that!” Trent said, pushing the Dog back with his foot. The pup dropped to his haunches and perked up both its ears. “You can’t eat it.”
The Dog’s nose wrinkled, and it sneezed, expressing its disgust at the very idea. Trent shook his head. He had to stop interpreting the animal’s random actions as attempts to communicate. The Dog wasn’t as intelligent as the mare he had once ridden, after all.
Turning his attention back to his new sword, Trent Appraised the blade.
Imbued Elwire Longsword
Basic item/Average Quality
Damage Rating +20
Permeated with refined Liquid Silver from a Wolf Vine’s petal, this blade will do +30 Damage to the Moon Cursed.
Trent whistled softly as he read the description. This accidental creation did more additional damage than any blade he had ever wielded. The Damage Rating alone was almost as good as the second form of Sorrow and Strife. When combined with the bonuses from Military Fencing and his mastery of Basic Longsword…as long as it didn’t break…
Trent used the Elwire sword to Harvest the Wererat’s Core. The blade parted the Beast’s hide with hardly any effort. After he collected the drops, Trent sat down and added three more teeth to his knife’s length.
They restored less than one percent to the blades, but Trent no longer felt discouraged by the minuscule progress. His armor was broken now. Appraisal said the Wererat’s claws had dropped its Defensive Rating to 2. It was a good thing he had a reliable means of defense in his new sword. He had a weapon, the resources to restore Sorrow and Strife and time, and all the time in the world!
He lost himself to carving new weapons out of the remaining nine Elwires he had already cut down. After whittling two short swords out of a single log, he received a welcome notification.
You have learned Weapons Crafting Level 1. You will now find it easier to craft simple weapons. +1 Dexterity. +1 Wisdom. 200 Experience for learning Class related Skill.
Trent worked in a frenzy. He carved the remaining logs into various types of swords and knives, and when he ran out of wood, he collected more and continued. Weapons Crafting reached Level 3 and provided another point to his Dexterity, before he concluded that creating the same types of weapons repeatedly no longer raised the Skill.
Best of all, the wood that Sorrow and Strife had absorbed increased their restoration to eighty percent. He used two more complete Elwires to finish what he had started and Appraised the results. The axes, the first form, had their Damage Rating back at 15 and as knives, the soul-bound weapons were at 25 again. Seeing that he could channel his spells through the knife form, now that they were repaired, caused Trent to chuckle wickedly.
This sound caused the Dog, asleep tucked in beside his leg, to wake up and whine. Trent ruffled his ears absently as he considered the armory laid out in the grass. The original sword had not degraded yet, leaving Trent to hope the imbuing process had solved that issue.
If so, five more blades could be coated and turned into real weapons without the worry that he was wasting his resources. Even if the corrosive effect of the Liquid Silver was only delayed, putting them in Storage would keep them sound until he needed them. Trent picked out two short swords and three longswords that he was happy with and stored the rest away.
Sorrow and Strife were settled on his hips as Trent stood and stretched, a vial of poison in one hand and a wooden short sword in the other. His movements disturbed the Dog, and he sat up and yipped. Trent frowned.
“We have a problem,” he said, lifting his mask to peer at the animal with an uncovered face. “You’re going to die here.” The Dog’s ears wilted.
“You have no pack and no way to hunt,” Trent continued mercilessly. “The only way you will level up is to join my party, my pack.”
Feeling a fool, Trent extended an invitation with his Leadership Skill. The Dog was an animal, not a Beast, certainly not a high-leveled intelligent Beast. It probably would not understand what was happening.
Trent felt a tug in his chest as the Dog accepted his invite. His hand went to his sternum, and he rubbed at his chest through the hole in his armor and shirt. He winced as his fingers flaked away the scab that had formed there. In his excitement, he had forgotten to take care of the wound. Checking his Status, he saw he was still down 30 HP. That shocked him enough that he disregarded the strange feeling that forming the party had caused. It had not been more than a scratch, and he lost 30 HP! Balm restored 3 HP per use, and Trent started casting as he considered his new party member.
With Tersa and Orion, Trent had been able to see their Levels and Health when he concentrated on the party link. He also had a vague sense of their position and Skills. With the Dog, all Trent got was that it - he - was a Level 1 animal with 30 HP. Trent’s brow furrowed.
If the Dog had any Skills, Trent could not tell what they were, and yet, he had seen the animal take a hit as hard as the one he had taken. It should have killed the Dog, but he had walked away with a limp.
The Dog hopped and pranced around the feet of its new pack leader, oblivious to Trent’s suspicions. The pup rubbed against Trent’s legs and pulled at his pants. It wanted something from him.
“No, I’m not giving you a name.” Trent met the Dog’s expectant gaze. “That’s not my place. I will call you Pup, but it is not a name. Do you understand?”
He squatted down and leaned over Pup to impress upon the Dog his seriousness. Pup placed his front paws on Trent’s knees. He had to leap to deliver a lick of agreement.
Pushing the Dog away, Trent wiped his face and pulled his mask back on. He now had another reason not to take it off. The wound on his chest was healed, but he continued to apply pressure on the area it had been. He could still feel an ache there, not on the surface but beneath the muscle. He checked his Health pool and double-checked his Status, but his Health remained full. If he had been poisoned, the effects weren’t apparent.
Enough! He had work to do. Telling Pup to stand back, Trent armed himself with a wooden short sword and took out a vial of Liquid Silver. The process was the same, and as the liquid burned and imbued the wood, a chittering call sounded through the woods, and a Wererat rushed for him.
“Time to level up, Pup!” Trent met the running Beast at the end of the clearing he had created. It dropped to all fours and lunged for him, but Trent stepped to the side and used Long Slash to remove a front limb and carve a bloody groove in the Beast’s side. It fell to the ground with a wail.
Trent would have finished it off ,but his pyrotechnic performance had brought him two Wererats, the second following on the heels of the first. The second howled with its Paralyzing Skill, and Trent gritted his teeth as he felt his body start to seize up.
Pivoting, Trent angled his body and extended his arm in a thrust before the Skill could take hold completely. The charging Beast impaled itself through the throat on the tip of his short sword. Its Skill failed as life fled the Beast, and Trent was free to move again.
The first Wererat had recovered and lashed out at him with its remaining arm as he was turning. Using Parry, Trent struck the back of the Beast’s claws, intent on forcing the Beast’s arm out of position. The imbued short sword was too effective for this maneuver, and Trent found himself removing half the Wererat’s hand instead.
Teeth snapped in his face, and blood sprayed across his torso as the Beast came on undeterred. Elbowing the creature’s jaw, Trent stepped back and delivered a backhanded swat. He brought the flat of his blade slamming into the Beast’s eye, and there was a popping, sizzling sound as the weapon made contact. The Wererat reeled back, clutching at its ruined face. The imbued short sword only needed to touch to deliver the 30 extra damage it promised.
Basic Small Blades now Level 5. +1 Dexterity.
The notification came as Trent slit the throat of the Wererat, putting it out of its misery. That was one of the conditions of leveling his Survivalist Class, level 5 Basic Small Blades and 4000 XP. He was over 1000 XP short, but that was a small matter. At 100 experience apiece, the Wererats would provide what he needed soon.
A little longer, now that Trent was sharing the XP from his kills with a mooching Dog, but the Moonlit Forest was filled with Wererats. Trent could spare a bit for Pup. When he cut out the Cores and found Pup sitting up on his hind legs, his front paws curled against his chest, staring at one of the Cores and whining, Trent started to have second thoughts.
“You want this?” Trent held up the Core in question. Pup’s eyes grew wider. “Sure, why not?”
The Core was almost as big as the Dog’s head. Thinking the animal would get tired of the toy quickly, Trent tossed it to him. When Pup pounced and started licking the Core, Trent thought hunger had gotten to the animal. The Winter Wolves had said hunger sharpened the hunter, but they had not turned down a meat skewer. Was Trent going to have to feed this freeloading scavenger?
The Core dwindled beneath the Dog’s tongue, and Trent’s jaw dropped. When the Core disappeared, and Pup looked up with a burp, Trent almost dissolved the link connecting them. The Cores were the only decent loot this Trial provided. In the back of Trent’s mind, he already saw himself trading them for new clothing, armor, and supplies. It was unacceptable for the Dog to eat them.
Then Pup howled.
“Arooow!” It was a weak, pathetic sound that Tersa would have described as cute. However, Trent did not find him cute. He shivered as a Skill washed over him. As a party member, Trent was mostly protected from the effects, but his legs still stiffened briefly.
Pup had just learned the Were-Beast’s Paralyzing Skill.




Chapter Twelve

You have learned Sewing Level 1. You will now find it easier to repair and create items made from cloth and leather. +1 Dexterity. +1 Wisdom.
The notification confirmed a suspicion that had lingered in the back of Trent’s mind. Learning Skills manually provided an increase in Wisdom that Skill Stones did not. He would need to discover more Skills that could be acquired this way. His Mana regeneration was still abysmal, and only Wisdom could cure that.
Trent held up his shirt and examined it with a critical eye. It had been repaired by unskilled hands, and that was apparent. Sewing revealed all the things he had done wrong, which was basically everything. The stitch was too loose, the knot was on the wrong side, and he had used the incorrect knot at the beginning and end. All in all, the Mend charm would have done a better, cleaner job, but Mend did not provide increases to his Attributes.
Pulling his shirt back over his head and resettling his weapons belt and mail over it, Trent flexed his fingers. They felt cleverer, faster. His wrist was sure, and his arm steadied in a way that had nothing to do with Strength. Putting away his sewing kit, Trent snatched up the imbued Elwire short sword beside him and stood up.
His actions disturbed Pup half laying in his lap. The Dog would have settled between Trent’s knees completely if Trent had not pushed the animal away. Pup was always sleeping, it seemed, much to Trent’s envy.
As he tested his new Dexterity, working through the forms of Basic Small Blades and combining it with the footwork of Three Steps, Trent suppressed a yawn. Endurance allowed him to press on without sleep much longer than the average Adventurer of his Level, but there were limitations to all things. How long had it been since he had gotten more than a few minutes of rest snatched here and there?
The Moonlit Forest was almost worse than the Land of the Undying Lord in this regard. In the Survival Trial, at least Trent had Tersa or Orion to stand watch while he slept. Here, Trent only had Pup, and the Dog was next to useless as a guard. He took those moments when Trent’s eyes were shut to curl up on the boy’s lap and go to sleep himself.
Body warm and loose, Trent lowered his sword and shot a glare at Pup. The Dog was lying on its back, paws swatting at the air. Sensing Trent’s gaze, Pup flipped to his feet and pounced forward to latch onto Trent’s pant leg, shaking his head as he growled viciously. The Dog had reached Level 5 over the last few encounters, another fact which made Trent want to abandon the leach.
The Trial’s clear conditions stated that killing 10 Wererats was necessary to achieve a simple clear. That description did not mention that any Wererats killed after 25 would no longer provide XP, but that was how it was. Trent could level his Skills using the Trial Beasts as sparring partners. His personal Level was stuck.
Killing two or three Wererats was easy for Trent now. Was he ready for Wolves yet? He thought that with traps and ambushes, his wooden blades would bring him victory, permitting him to avoid the flesh-melting howl of the greys.
But he had not come across another Wolf Vine, and he was out of Liquid Silver. If he ran into another black Werewolf unexpectedly, the creature would slaughter him. Trent was certain of that. The memory of the dark-furred Trial Beast showing up suddenly, where he had never seen one before, still caused Trent to shudder.
He had been putting off increasing a lesser Class in hopes of finally bringing Survivalist to Level 3, but Trent needed to be more capable now. Pulling up the Class section of his Status, Trent went over his options. There were plenty.
Swordsman would provide him with another Skill or 2 and 4 Attribute Points. Trent set that aside. A new Class, one with ranged attacks, would counter the howling of the Wolves, and that was what he needed.
He ignored the Basic Classes and looked through the Specialized ones. A Mage Class would give him what he wanted, so he concentrated on those. There were two, Charm Specialist and Fire Elementalist. Honestly, the Charm Specialist sang to his curiosity the most but, with a sigh, Trent began to funnel XP into Fire Elementalist. He had obvious advantages there, and it was time to use them.
It should have taken less than 1000 XP to choose the Specialized Class, and given the nature of leveling, it was a process that was practically instantaneous. When a minute passed and no changes occurred to his Status, Trent knew something was wrong.
No matter how he concentrated, Fire Elementalist did not add itself to his Class list. The XP he assigned to it refused to flow and remained at 3845, no matter how he issued his mental commands. He had a panicked moment as he wondered if his Status was broken!
Then he caught sight of Pup through the transparent screen that filled his vision. The Dog’s ears were perked up, and a high-pitched woofing noise escaped its jaws. Pup sneezed and began rolling in the grass, continuously emitting a sound that had better not be laughter!
“What’s gotten into you?” Trent demanded querulously, his eyes narrowing.
Pup sat up and pointed at Trent with his muzzle. The Dog looked up at the full moon, then around at the shadow-filled forest with exaggerated motions. Looking back at Trent, Pup's lips curled upwards to reveal milk teeth, which he snapped in a manner Trent presumed was supposed to be menacing. Darting forward, Pup clamped down on Trent’s pants, mimicking a hamstringing attack, then rushed away and repeated.
After the third repetition, Trent reached down and grabbed the animal. “You think the Trial only allows physical Classes to level?” Pup responded by licking the metal of Trent’s mask.
Returning his attention to his Status, Trent attempted to prove Pup wrong by channeling XP into Swordsman. When 2000 XP disappeared and 4 Attribute Points, along with the Skills Light Armor and Flash Strike, added themselves to his Status, Trent’s fingers tightened around the smug Dog.
With the poor state of repair his scale mail was in, Light Armor, which lessened the weight of armor while increasing its effectiveness, was little help. Flash Strike, at Level 1, was merely a rapid attack. With the increase in his movement that Dash provided, Trent could see the nimble Flash Strike, with its low cost in XP, becoming a staple of his repertoire. However, neither Skill promised to allow him to defeat a Werewolf safely.
“How did you know I was trying to level up?” Trent voiced the question the second it occurred to him. Pup's ears perked up, and his brown eyes bulged as Trent’s hands squeezed harder, attempting to force an answer out of the animal.
Pup squirmed and hooted in his hands, and Trent eased his grip. The Dog had been right. Trent did not know how that was possible, but he had to admit it. And Pup being correct was better than Trent’s Status being broken… probably.
Pup whined and pushed at Trent’s hands with his paws. Instead of letting the animal loose, Trent’s fingers pinched Pup's muzzle shut. Pup started to object, then recognized the tilt to Trent’s head and the stiffness in his shoulders as a sign that something was off, and quieted.
The odd pair of boy and Dog had made camp in a clearing while Trent mended his torn shirt and practiced his Skills. They had only done so because Trent had not seen any Trial Beasts other than the rats in the area. At this point, he had little to fear from the lesser Beasts of this Trial.
The one aspect of the Wererats that was superior to the Wolves was their silence. Werewolves could be heard approaching from a distance, but several times Trent had been surprised by a Rat leaping out of the bushes. The clearing solved the problem of the creature’s stealth, requiring them to break out of cover to attack.
The sound that Trent’s Perception brought to his ears could have been the wind rustling through the trees. It could have been a pack of outside Beasts challenging the Trial in their own way. Trent set Pup down and traded the short sword he had been working with for a longer wooden blade because he knew he was not that lucky.
The skittering sound was Wererats, and if those slinking Beasts were making noise, more than two or three were headed his way. Trent let his ears guide him until he was facing the right direction. Pup, having grown used to watching Trent prepare, scuttled back.
Pup's paralyzing howl wasn’t strong enough to do much more than cause a Wererat to falter for a moment, and his teeth could no more pierce a Rat’s hide than they could Trent’s clothing. His role in the coming fight would be to stay out of the way. He would risk Trent’s displeasure to use his howl or throw himself at an ankle when he could, but those times were few.
Trent took a deep breath and pushed it out in a rush as eight Wererats broke out of the tree line. His hands shook, then tightened around his hilt, as he noticed a larger, darker form at the center of the mischief of rats. The Trial had tired of Trent treating its Beasts as training partners and sent a Guardian to reprimand him. Trent should have expected that.
He did not need Identify to recognize the superiority of the black Rat or confirm its position as a Guardian. He felt the same wave of authority coming from the Beast that he had in the underground prison when he fought Krip, the Tainted Terror. He had not recognized the sensation at the time. It was apparent to him here.
Trent took a one-handed grip on his longsword and called forth his shield. Eight Wererats were too many. He would need to fight defensively if he could and run when an opportunity presented itself. Even with a shield, Trent though his odds of walking away from the coming fight unscathed were nonexistent. He quickly assigned his 4 Free Attribute Points, 2 to Constitution, 1 to Strength, and 1 to Agility, before dismissing his Status. He doubted even that would be enough to keep his skin intact.
**********
Martin Vane wrapped one arm around the throat of a Moon Cursed Ratkin. He plunged his knife into the Beast’s lower back, holding tight as it sought to throw him off. His knife flashed in and out of the Beast, once, twice, and before it could enter a third time, the Trial’s creature dissolved. It left behind three teeth and a chunk of meat.
Martin’s boots kicked the teeth aside like the worthless trash they were. He reached down and closed his fingers around the meat. He brought it to his nose and took a deep breath. The meat was grey and riddled with green lines, smelling of rot and foulness. The scent caused drool to leak over the edges of Martin’s muzzle.
He had not had a full stomach in days. He knew this flesh was cursed. The Kindred told stories of these types of Dungeons and what could be found in them. Martin had learned what would happen should he eat this putrid tissue. The plague of the Moon Cursed could be passed on, and giving into hunger was the way the curse spread.
With a frustrated trill of his tongue, Martin hurled the meat away. His claws ripped a piece of bark from a nearby tree, and he stuffed it into his mouth. The bark was bitter, tasting of mold and moss. He swallowed it and tore off another piece.
It annoyed Martin that he couldn’t remember the name of this tree. No, he was annoyed because he was forced to rely on half-remembered knowledge to survive. The name escaped him, but his father’s descriptions of edible plants were fresh in his mind.
Maybe it was because he had sworn he would never use it. His parents may have been happy killing Beasts in the city sewers and dancing under a full moon with others of their kind, but Martin had run from that life, never looking back. Why fight Beasts for money when money was available in almost every pocket? Why run through the sewers when a bed covered in rose-scented sheets could be rented for a few silvers?
Martin had never had any use for his animal form. Clawed hands were not good for picking locks. A Rat’s ears and tail brought curious eyes, the bane of a Thief. A rodent’s teeth were good for persuading a reluctant mark, but Martin’s knives served just as well. Yet, despite his distaste for his heritage, he had spent days now, perhaps longer, crawling about a forest on all fours.
A bugling noise, followed by a series of short grunts and the trample of hooves, caused Martin’s head to snap up. His nose twitched until it found a scent, and he rushed through the trees following it. A short distance away, he slowed his pace and dropped into Stealth.
An Elk and a Wererat were fighting among the trunks. The Elk, tall and proud, lowered its head to charge at the Beast, and the Rat narrowly avoided being stomped upon, lashing out with its claws as the animal went by. The smell of blood clogged Martin’s nose, and he clutched his hands in excitement.
The Elk whirled on its hind legs and rearing, struck out with its hooves. The smaller Wererat was pushed to the ground, one of its arms snapping under the weight of the Elk. Teeth bit into legs, and the Elk bugled again, this time in pain. It stamped and crushed the Rat creature angrily. For every blow it landed, new lacerations opened up on its legs and belly, as the Rat dug in with its claws.
The Elk was a common animal, the Wererat a Beast, but where the Rat was the lowest of its kind, the Elk was a protector and champion of its own. While it took grievous wounds killing the Wererat, its victory was never in doubt.
Martin watched as the Elk sunk to its belly and then lay on its side, chest heaving. The body of the Dungeon Beast disappeared, leaving the same disappointing loot that Martin had received. The Elk, however, valued the drops. It tossed away the meat and took one of the teeth in its mouth. Martin watched as it began to chew.
Martin had thought this part of the stories he had heard to be untrue. He was not pleased to see his father vindicated. The drops of a Hunter’s Dungeon could be used as a restorative for Beasts and animals. If they were unharmed, the teeth would strengthen Attributes and sharpen the Elk's natural weapons.
Standing up and assuming his preferred state, an ordinary man with a plain face, Martin went forward. He held his arms wide, showing he was no threat. His gesture was unnecessary. The Elk chomped at its prize, unconcerned with Martin’s approach. A curious light in its eyes said the Elk was wondering what his intentions were. It allowed his approach, unafraid. In this place, it did not fear any but the Dungeon’s creations.
“What Level are you, friend?” Martin murmured, stepping slowly forward. “Father said an animal must reach Level 20 before it can become a Beast. Are you close? Or have you already passed the mark? Are you here seeking a Name? A Title? Will you become a Forest Lord soon?”
The Elk chewed and swallowed, picking another tooth to gnaw on. It listened to his words, and either it heard nothing worth responding to, or it was incapable of understanding. Martin did not care either way. His words were a peace offering, a gentle extension of goodwill. His questions were for himself; it was the tone that mattered.
The Elk didn’t object when Martin stooped down to examine its wounds. “These are bad. No, you have not reached Level 20. You’re powerful for an animal, but still only common prey.”
The Elk slumped over, its heart stopping as Martin’s long, thin knives pierced its brain. He pulled them loose and licked the blood from their blades. “Just prey.”
Martin used his animal form and tore into the slain Elk's stomach with his teeth. His jaws closed over warm muscle and he ripped it off. He nearly choked as he gobbled the flesh, hardly bothering to chew. He slurped the Elk's blood, the salty, metallic fluid was more satisfying than the frost-covered leaves he had sucked on for moisture.
A stomach that was happy to be filled with raw meat was a gift to all Kindred, one that Martin had never appreciated before. As he filled his with hair-covered hide and gnawed the flesh from bone, he found the benefit of his race. When his hunger was sated at last, Martin collapsed to the earth, panting, a wide crimson smile on his face.
He rubbed the blood from his muzzle and licked it from his palm. A Truce amongst Hunters? Another lie proven true! That dumb animal had just let him walk right up! It would take some of the thrill out of being a Thief, but Martin wished more victims were so accommodating!
Standing up, Martin stretched. He felt good! Then the air, the mood of the Dungeon changed. Martin’s shoulders hunched as a weight settled on them. His head darted from side to side. He could feel angry, disapproving eyes watching him, but he could not determine where they were coming from. He drew his knives and activated Stealth, preparing himself.
A shriek and a high-pitched howl caused his ears to swivel. A threat was directed at him. The screeching and thudding indicated that someone else had walked into trouble first. Creeping towards the sound of battle, Martin licked his lips. Was his next meal being prepared? He hid at the edge of a clearing and waited.
Hidden at the edge of a clearing, Martin was astonished to find the kid, Trent, still alive. He had thought the boy lucky if he survived a minute in a Field Dungeon, yet here he was facing seven Moon Cursed. No! Eight Wererats flung themselves at the Swordsman; the black one was bigger but harder to see in the moonlight.
Martin waited for Trent to fall. At Level 20, Martin would never dare confront eight Wererats alone. Granted, his Class was not suited for direct Combat like the Swordsman Class, but Trent was as green as a Wood Ranked Adventurer could be. The kid’s death was assured, and his gear would finally belong to Martin! It was a shame that whatever was locked in Trent’s Storage would be lost. Martin would have to accept that that was the way things went sometimes.
When the thin blade of Trent’s sword cut the head from one Were-Beast, and he proceeded to disembowel another, Martin’s jaw dropped in astonishment. That sword was not the same one the kid had had when Martin left him for dead. That cheap Basic blade had nothing in common with the elegant weapon that cut Wererats as easily as it would paper! The design was strange, lacking any protective protrusions to shield the hand, but Martin’s nose twitched as he wondered how much coin selling the blade would bring.
The kid was quicker than Martin expected. The Kindred's tail swished as Trent batted a Beast aside with his shield and then pivoted, severing the wrist of one sneaking up behind him. The Swordsman seemed to have eyes in the back of his head, and every time Martin expected to see him surrounded or overwhelmed, Trent’s feet danced their way out of range.
But Trent did not escape untouched. No matter how he dodged, occasionally a claw would mark his shoulder, or teeth would nip his side. Blood flowed freely from several light wounds. Trent never slowed or acknowledged the pain. Although beneath that silver mask, his face must be twisted in a grimace, Martin could see no sign of it in the boy’s movement.
And his movements were precise! Each step, every attack, carried Trent to exactly where he wanted to be. He moved towards the greys and away from the black. The most dangerous Were-Beast gnashed its teeth as its subordinates continued to hamper its attacks instead of dragging the Swordsman to the ground.
The last of the greys fell, and then it was only Trent and the dark-colored Wererat. Martin’s hackles rose. If Trent could defeat seven Moon Cursed, didn’t that mean he was a match for the Thief? The memory of Trent’s hand closing on his wrist when Martin had tried to cut his purse prodded at the man, reminding him that his Stealth might not serve him against Trent.
Martin wanted Trent to die. Now, as Trent faced off against the last Wererat, Martin internally cheered for the Moon Cursed. Swordsmen were not known for their forgiving natures. Were Trent to survive, the day might come when he would demand an answer from Martin for his actions.
The Greater Were-Beast approached Trent with short erratic bursts. Trent appeared calm, but Martin knew that under that mask, the kid must be trembling. For a moment, the two opponents stood mere feet apart. Trent, with his sword raised and shield ready, and the Rat motionless, except for the swishing of its tail.
As if reacting to some agreed-upon signal, both surged forward. Trent’s blade whistled as it cut through the air under the influence of Flash Strike. The Trial Beast’s claws blurred as they reached for Trent’s chest. Claws and sword connected at the same moment and Trent came out the loser. His blade hardly scratched the Beast’s side while it twisted, sliding past his shield to rend his shoulder.
Trent stumbled to the side, his feet working to keep himself upright. Stabilizing himself and ignoring the pain, he thrust towards the creature. A paw closed around the dark blade, and Trent’s thrust came to a halt inches from the Wererat’s chest. Martin thought he could see smoke rising from the Beast’s fist, and he could smell burnt flesh from where he lay.
Trent strained to push the blade forward, then stepped back and attempted to wrench his sword free. The Wererat did not budge, only chittered mockingly, before tugging the sword out of Trent’s grip and tossing it aside. Martin marked the location where it fell. If he could not have the contents of Trent’s Storage, he at least wanted that sword.
When Martin looked back to the fight, it was just in time to be blinded by a stunning white light. His eyes teared up, and when they cleared, Trent and the Rat were dancing around each other, each evading the other’s attacks by the narrowest of margins. Having lost his sword, Trent had replaced the weapon and his shield with two thick bladed knives. Fire lined the edges of the blades, and Martin's nose twitched.
The discarded sword he would sell, but once Trent’s body fell lifeless, those knives would belong to him! And Trent’s end was moments away. Martin could see that the kid wasn’t as skilled with the shorter blades. The one in his left hand looked especially sluggish.
Trent did manage to score a few hits on the Beast’s hide. He paid for each one by taking a wound himself. Where Trent’s blades scratched, the Rat's claws scattered scale mail plates and soaked Trent’s torso in blood. When the Beast slapped one knife out of Trent’s right hand, and the other slipped from his weakened grasp after a bad cut, Martin trembled in anticipation of seeing this fight finished.
The boy refused to quit! Throwing himself into a roll, Trent came to his feet, running behind the back of the Wererat. Screeching, the Trial Beast pursued. Trent was becoming desperate if he thought he could outrun a Wererat in the dark, and Martin was eager for the kid to discover his error.
They reached the edge of the clearing, and claws were once again slashing, this time towards Trent’s back. Leaping, the boy caught a tree branch and swung up, lifting his legs high. The Rat ran beneath, unable to stop. Trent twisted and dropped back to the ground. Without pausing, he sprinted for the center of the clearing.
Once there, he retrieved his lost sword, and when the Were-Beast came howling back, it faced a more confident opponent. Sword held in both hands, Trent delivered sweeping strikes and slashes. His feet hardly moved more than a step at a time, but he always avoided the Rat’s counters, and unlike his knives, the sword was able to harm the Beast.
The Wererat was unable to avoid Trent’s blade long enough to employ its vocal Skills. Its rage mounting under Trent’s assault, it had one last trick, one the Swordsman had never seen, and Martin nearly swallowed his tongue when it was employed. The Wererat vanished and reappeared several feet in the air above Trent. It fell towards the Swordsman like doom given life and form.
Martin would have died under this attack. Trent never looked up or back. Stepping back, he lifted and reversed his blade over his shoulder. The Wererat’s body slammed into him, and they both crashed to the ground. For a moment, all was still.
Trent pushed himself up, grunting from the effort. It was the first sound Martin had heard him make. A second grunt and Trent heaved the corpse from his back and scrambled to his feet. Panting for air, Trent’s shoulders slumped, and blood dripped from the tips of his gloves. He stumbled, retrieving his sword from the scabbard of the Wererat’s heart. His hands shook as he picked up those magnificent knives, and it took him three tries to sheathe them.
Martin’s first thought was to flee a Swordsman who could do what Trent had just done. Seeing Trent’s condition, his twitching nose convinced him to leave his hiding place. Trent’s back was to him as he stepped into the clearing and dismissed his animal form. It was time to collect what the boy owed the Thief as compensation for all the trouble he had caused.




Chapter Thirteen

“I got to admit, kid, that was unexpected,” Martin drawled, slapping his hands together in drawn-out mocking applause. “Too bad it left you in such bad shape. Not good to get cut up like that; might give some people the wrong impression. Make them think you’re vulnerable.”
“Third bush to the right of the aspen,” Trent uttered this nonsense without turning. Martin thought he must have misheard or that Trent was hallucinating from a poison in the Wererat’s claws.
“Did I lose you, kid?” Martin came to a stop ten feet from Trent’s position. “I need you to come back now, come back and empty out your Storage. Place your weapons on the…"
“Third bush to the right of the Aspen,” Trent repeated, carefully, turning around.
“What are to you babbling about, boy? I need you to snap out of it. You’re carrying things of mine that I'd like to have!” Martin drew his favorite persuading knife to show to Trent.
“Do you not know what an aspen looks like?” Trent dragged out the words, speaking as one would to a small child. “It’s that one, with the white, white-grey bark, and the yellowish leaves.”
“Think I'll look, and you can jump me, kid? That’s just insulting.” Martin was going to enjoy cutting the tongue out of Trent’s head.
“I don’t need to trick you.” Denying the accusation blandly, Trent’s head tilted. “You were in the bush, the third one to the right of the aspen. You sounded like you thought you were sneaking up on me. You were wrong.”
“Bullshit!” The tip of Martin’s knife pointed in Trent’s direction. “You don’t see shit unless I want you to see it! You are done, kid! And if you keep pissing me off, your screams will bring every Beast in this fucking place running!”
“I didn’t even need Perception to notice you. There’s no place for you to hide, not anymore.” Trent started coughing. Or that was what it sounded like at first. After a moment, Martin realized the hacking held more laughter than pain.
“The time for mind games is over,” Martin said, gritting his teeth. “I have the upper hand here. Now empty your Storage or…"
Trent’s broken, jerky chuckle increased in volume. “Or what? You are a walking corpse, and you don’t even see it. My belongings won’t help you, and your threats are empty wind. No one would believe or trust an honor-less dead man. I certainly won’t do it twice.”
Trent pushed his cowl back and Martin saw his face for the first time. Trent’s complexion was pale from blood loss, but his eyes burned with a violet glow. He called Martin a corpse. Under the moonlight, Trent looked like a ghost, a specter sent to claim souls. Martin wanted to open his mouth to refute Trent but was afraid the scream welling up from his chest would escape if he did.
“I did not understand why you attacked me when we entered together.” Trent took a step forward. “Then I baited a Werewolf. Meat and blood; that was how you intended to use me, yes?”
“Stay back, kid, I'm warning you!” Martin drew a second knife and dropped into a defensive crouch.
“It’s too late for warnings, Martin. Afraid I'll kill you? I could… but I don’t need to. Can’t you feel it? You broke the Truce. There is not one place you can hide in this Trial. I can see the mark on you. You spilled the blood of another hunter, another challenger. You’re finished.”
Trent grew before Martin’s eyes. Not a dramatic change, no more than an inch, but in Martin’s current state of mind, Trent became a giant. He became a vengeful wraith, bringing judgment. The flames that enshrouded the Swordsman’s body enhanced this image.
“You should put your knives away, Martin; throw them away. They won’t help you, and the extra weight will slow you down.” Trent moved faster than he had against the Wererats, his palm lashing out to strike Martin’s sternum, and Martin’s chest burned! He lost hold of his weapons as he found himself being hurled backward.
Hitting the ground hard, Martin’s vision clouded for a moment. When he could see clearly, his eyes found Trent standing, shaking with laughter. “I don’t need a weapon to kill you, Martin. But you needn’t worry. I'll spare you today. You should run now. The hunt is coming, and you are the prey.”
Martin was fleeing before Trent finished speaking. He fell further into his Beast form than he ever had before. His chin sunk and his nose extended. By the time he reached the shelter of the trees, fur covered his entire body. Martin ran without looking back, and he felt eyes in the darkness following him.
**********
Heart of the Inferno. It was the first Ability Trent had ever acquired. It provided him with resistance to fire and enhanced all fire-related Skills and Spells, reducing their costs and giving them a purifying effect. These were passive benefits, but when it had leveled up, the Heart gained an active effect. At the cost of all his Stamina, Trent could increase his Strength by 10 and radiate an Aura of Fire for thirty seconds.
Martin should have looked back. If he had, he would have seen the flames surrounding Trent fizzle out and the boy collapse to his knees. Trent had only used this active Ability of the heart once before, and that time it had been cut off prematurely. Now that Trent’s Stamina was depleted, he did not have the energy to even raise his head. He would never touch the gift of the Inferno again if this was the price he would have to pay.
Numerous notifications were begging for his attention, but Trent was preoccupied with more immediate concerns. He had suffered serious injuries in the fight with the Minor Guardian. His upper arms, his legs, and side all showed signs of conflict. He could feel a wound on his back that still dripped blood down the length of his spine. Only his forearms and head had escaped the Wererat’s claws, protected by soul-bound equipment.
Orion didn’t step forward to heal him, and Tersa didn’t tell him to drink a Health potion, then call him stupid for not having one. The Health pool at his center felt alarmingly low, and Trent pulled up his Status. His HP was at 231/585, and his Stamina was empty. As he watched, his Health continued to drain away. More disturbing, his SP didn’t recover. Endurance was unable to support him due to the damage he had taken.
He was still bleeding. That was the only explanation Trent could fathom for his dropping health and weakness. He had to bind his wounds! Numb fingers clawed at his belt and tugged at his armor. Removing his mail and shirt caused pain to ripple through his body, and he groaned.
A soft whimper answered Trent’s murmured expression of discomfort. Pup, hiding during the battle and the ensuing confrontation with Martin, placed his front paws on Trent’s hip and began licking at the gash in his side. Trent did not have the energy to push the Dog away. He winced at the animal’s ministrations and focused on cutting the remains of his shirt into strips.
Wrapping the injuries on his legs, he did his best to do the same for his side. His arms were harder to bandage, and Trent wasn’t satisfied by the loose-fitting job he had managed to achieve. The wound on his back was still a problem. He could not see it, much less reach it. The trickle of warmth told him it was there.
He needed a Healing potion, and the Trial refused to give him one. Balm only restored 3 Points of HP. That wasn’t enough to counter the Health that was still seeping away. He opened Storage to take out a second shirt to cut up for bandages.
Greenhouse was his newest addition to Storage. He hadn’t had much time to fill the space meant for herbs while in the Moonlit Forest. Wolf Vine was the only valuable plant he had come across here, and its petals came away as glass vials. A hundred slots meant exclusively for plucked plants were all empty.
However, Greenhouse had a second use. It had five spaces meant for cultivating seeds. Seeds planted in these spots grew at an accelerated rate. It appeared that the five seeds Trent had placed in them were ready.
Herbs had to be prepared by an Herbalist or refined into potions by an Alchemist to be most effective, but even freshly gathered, they had their uses. Set Leaf, Wild Garlic, Aadrage, Terah’s Mercy, and Gray Mint; of the five, it was the Set Leaf and Garlic that caused Trent’s eyes to brighten.
Herbalism told Trent that Wild Garlic restored 20 HP when eaten and reduced bleeding. He tried to take it from Storage immediately and was presented with a choice.
Wild Garlic is ready to be collected.
You may choose to pick five cloves, or three cloves and two seeds.
It was agonizing to wait, and the increasing ache in his body demanded that he take the five cloves. Trent remained clearheaded enough to go with the second option. Three cloves of garlic fell into his waiting hand. Of the two seeds, one filled a Storage slot for later and the other was planted.
Trent’s quivering fingers peeled back the garlic’s sheltering leaves and popped the bulbs into his mouth one after another. A pungent taste filled his mouth, and it was a tossup whether the tears that welled in his eyes were from that taste or his pain. He swallowed hastily, gagging slightly as the half-chewed mush slid down his throat.
Unprepared Herbs did not work as fast as magic or potions. However, checking his Status, Trent saw his Health had stopped declining and was slowly starting to recover. His Stamina also started to refill, and the worst of Trent’s shaking ceased.
He received another message when he took out the Set Leaf and made a similar choice. Holding the three red leaves in his hand, Trent encountered a dilemma. Set Leaf wasn’t meant to be eaten. You had to turn it into a paste and apply it directly to an injury.
That would work for the wounds on his legs, arms, and side, but the more serious laceration on his back Trent could not reach himself. His eyes drifted from the leaves to the Dog lying in front of him. Pup was covering his nose with his front paws and staring at Trent with wide worried eyes.
“I need your help.” Trent held out a leaf. “You'll have to chew this and apply it to my back. Can you do that?” He was prepared to bribe the animal with dried meat, but Pup chomped down on the leaf without delay and began chewing.
Trent had a horrifying moment when he realized that there was no reason Pup should be able to understand his directions. He expected to see the Dog swallow the herb and then beg for more. When Pup padded around and pushed at Trent, urging the boy to lay flat, Trent obeyed, wondering how the animal knew what to do.
Circulating Spiritual Flame with Fire Manipulation to protect his bare skin from the frozen grass, Trent gasped as tiny claws pricked their way onto his back. A retching noise accompanied Pup's spitting of his mouthful of herbs, and Trent winced as a smooth tongue spread the plants evenly across the gash.
When he was finished, Pup hopped down and pranced in front of Trent, his tail swinging violently enough to cause his hind end to wobble. Muttering a thank you, Trent eased his way back up and settled into a kneeling position. Numbness replaced the ache on his back and from the way Pup’s tongue lolled out of the Dog’s mouth, he was feeling the effects of the Set Leaf as well.
Grey Mint was used to treat disease, and Terah’s Mercy was a poison. Neither would help Trent. And Aadrage was a mystery. When he tried to remove it from Storage, he was informed that his Skill Level was too low to pick the plant. He would look it up later. Trent applied the Set Leaf to his other wounds and waited for the Herb to take effect.
It was terrifying to be sitting here in a Trial, with his body slowly growing numb. Had Martin or a Wererat returned, they would have found Trent helpless, his limbs clumsy and unresponsive. He distracted himself by eating and tossing bits of dried meat to Pup. Pup thought this was a grand game and wasn’t upset when his own unresponsive jaws failed to catch the treats.
When Pup collapsed with a full stomach and fell asleep, Trent pulled up the notifications he had ignored earlier.
Dash leveled up. Dash now Level 10 (MAX) +1 Agility.
Dodge leveled up. Dodge now Level 6.
Three Steps leveled up. Three Steps now Level 2.
You have learned Enhanced Jump Level 1. Enhanced Jump increases leaping height by 10٪ when activated. May fail if activated incorrectly. +1 Agility.
You have defeated Level 16 Shadow Wererat (Minor Guardian). 1000 XP gained. Harvest Beast for additional reward.
It was a puzzling series of messages. He had not learned an improved version of Dash after the Skill reached Level 10 like Sergeant Cullen had said might happen. Unless Enhanced Jump was a movement Skill, not unlike Dash. Had he learned it for mastering a Skill?
Trent had unconsciously pushed Stamina to the souls of his feet while leaping for the branch to avoid the Shadow Wererat’s claws. It had been a desperate action, and while it had worked, the note that the Skill might fail concerned him. Trent wasn’t sure if it was an inherent part of the Skill itself or due to the way he had learned it.
Feeling somewhat stronger, Trent forced himself upright. He wobbled as he took his last shirt from Storage and pulled it on. He left the ruins of his armor on the grass. There wasn’t enough of the scale-plated leather left to serve any purpose.
Trent trudged to where Martin had dropped his knives and collected them. Lighter than Trent preferred, they still had their uses. He gathered his belt and placed one of the blades on it before swinging the rig around his hips. Then he turned to the corpses of the Minor Guardian and its minions.
After Harvesting the Beasts, Trent piled up the loot and sank cross-legged to the ground. He had gained seven grey Cores and one black, along with an assortment of teeth, as expected. The drops from the Shadow Wererat caused a low laugh to rock Trent’s body. Two greater Healing potions laughed back at him as they sat beside a pair of grey boots and pants.
His health had recovered to 347/585. and he drank one of the potions to complete his healing. The sweet-tasting liquid banished the lingering garlic in his mouth but left Trent’s tongue and mood bitter. Appraising the clothing restored his faith in the fairness of Trials.
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Made of the same soft grey and white leather, the clothing clearly went together. But as the Moonlit Forest had been particularly stingy when it came to equipment drops, Trent didn’t see how he could complete the set. He certainly had no intention of challenging any other Guardians.
Still, they were better than what he was wearing. His boots and trousers had been made for a boy with Attributes that made people wonder how he was able to hold himself upright. Their Armor Rating was +1. Standing, Trent changed into the new equipment.
His movement disturbed Pup, who woke and began sniffing at the teeth and Cores. While Trent was buckling his sword belt back on, Pup pounced on the Black Core, and before Trent could stop him, consumed it. With a furtive glance at the dumbfounded Trent, Pup seized two teeth and darted away to chew on them.
“You didn’t earn those, you thieving…” Trent faltered, trying to come up with a derogatory term for a Dog. Pup growled at him and continued to chomp away, his hackles raised.
Trent snatched up the rest of his loot and stored it, getting it away from the greedy puppy’s eyes. He had no use for the drops himself, but he had fought and bled for them without any help. Connected as they were through the party link, Pup was lucky he got XP and should have been satisfied! He had no right to claim any of the spoils!
“See if you get anything else out of me!” Trent stormed. Pup’s tail wagged as if to ask how Trent could resist his charm. Trent thought the Dog’s stiffened hair was the answer to that.
“Your name should be Leach,” Trent muttered, tugging his cowl up and fixing his mask in place. He did not waste any more time with the Dog. He was ready to find the exit to this Trial. It was obvious he wasn’t going to achieve a perfect clear. Not now that the grey rats had stopped supplying XP. The Werewolves might or might not be as strong as the Shadow Rat, but Trent had nearly died facing the Guardian. He could accept that he wasn’t ready for the Moonlit Forest.
Quest received. Kill Martin Vane - One of the Kindred has broken the Truce amongst Hunters. The Forest calls for his life. All exits have been sealed until the hunt has been completed. Reward - 2000 XP, 2 pieces of Witching Hour Set, Unknown.
Trent’s head fell backward and he stared up at the moon. He had only taken a step. He had not acknowledged the notification. It had been forced on him. It had filled his vision, demanding to be read.
Trent had never understood Tersa and Cullen’s propensity to shout obscene phrases or rail blasphemies at the gods. He did now. Some emotions could not be expressed in the everyday Common tongue.
“Damn it,” Trent hissed. The howling of Wolves on the hunt answered him.




Chapter Fourteen

The trap was too obvious to have been set by competent Bandits. Orion could see the cut in the tree from where he sat cross-legged on the road one hundred yards away. That wasn’t what gave away the ambush, though. It was the smell that alerted Orion.
Cutting a tree without felling it was an often-used tactic. A second tree some way down the road would be similarly prepared. When a cavern passed by and reached the second point in the trap, both timbers would be tipped over simultaneously. This would not bar the path of a floating wagon, but even those enchanted vehicles required draft animals to pull them. Stop the animal and you halt the Merchant’s train.
However, true Bandits concealed their efforts better. Not only should the cut be invisible, but the smell of the alchemical substance used to hold the tree upright should also be masked. Orion doubted that whoever was waiting for him to walk into their ambush had had much success at a Bandit’s trade.
Orion’s nose wrinkled as the wind carried the acrid scent of the chemical paste to him. As far away as he was, the smell burned his nostrils. It had to be worse for the ambushers, which made the wait for them less aggravating for the Al’rashian. They could remain subjected to the stink for the rest of the day for all he cared.
They would not, though. If what Orion suspected was true, the would-be Bandits were already squirming in their hiding places. They would not be able to stand inactivity for long. Orion, nonchalantly sitting in the road, was burning at their patience the same way the odor was his sense of smell.
His staff lay across his knees and he rolled it with his palms. His rare Class, Dominating Tyrant, urged him to act. It told him to cast his spells and draw his sword. He knew the location of every ambusher, thanks to his Wind Elemental scouts. He could stroll down through the trap; slaughtering those that had set it would hardly delay him.
Orion suppressed the weakness of his Class with some difficulty. He had been sitting patiently for twenty minutes and was tired of postponing his journey. The sun was still high, and this stretch of the road was peaceful. There was no reason to delay. No reason except for the chance to wrestle with the inner voice that railed at him to act.
“At last,” Orion murmured, as a figure stepped out of the woods. The man struck a jaunty pose in the middle of the road. Hands on his hips and chin lifted, the long feather in his brimmed hat fluttered in the breeze as the man peered in Orion’s direction.
“We are at something of a pass, it seems!” the man shouted. From this distance, Orion could not make out the details, but he saw a short sword on the man's waist. The only armor he could see was a leather vest that was doing a valiant job of holding back a gut of epic proportions.
“Perhaps you mean, ‘impasse!’” Orion called back. He stood, and, holding his staff tucked behind his left arm, made his way forward before the shouting could become tedious.
“Yes!” the fat man cleared his throat nervously, “We seem to be at something of an impasse.”
“But we are not,” Orion replied, rolling his shoulders. “I am giving you the chance to walk away, and you are failing to see that that is in your best interests.”
“You’re brave for a lone traveler!” Wrenching his sword from its sheath, the man flourished it in a manner that made Orion want to take the blade from him and use it as a teaching aid. Being slapped with the flat of your own sword was always an effective lesson.
“Brave, but foolish,” the man continued. “I have twenty-seven men with me, and… stop right there! Didn’t you hear me?”
“This is not a play, and bandits do not converse with their victims. I suggest you gather…” a scream from within the trees covered what Orion might have said.
The Al’rashian paused a dozen feet from the supposed robber. His hand tightened around his staff as Reann lightly called out, “Three Archers taken care of. Last one didn’t go easy as the rest.”
“There are four Archers.” Orion briefly considered not warning the woman. He had told her to wait. He had said that things were not as they seemed, but Reann had a reasonable hatred for those that attacked travelers. He hoped she would not regret her actions. He suspected she would unless Orion killed all the ambushers before they could speak.
“Four?” Reann’s question was accompanied by the twang of a bowstring, and she cursed. The sound of breaking branches followed, then a rushing swish and a gurgled scream. Seconds later, Reann stepped back onto the road, knives in hand.
“You were right; there were four.” Reann’s cloak was thrown back over her shoulders, revealing her red leather armor and chainmail shoulder guards. There were several twigs stuck in her long brown hair, and sweat covered her oval face. “That was closer than I'm happy to admit.”
“And the spellcasters?” Orion asked flatly.
“Mages! They have…" Reann threw herself to the side as a Firebolt lanced towards her. She activated a Skill as she fell and a green light in the shape of a blade was launched in the direction the Spell had come from. The Wind Cut was rushed, but as Reann rolled back to her feet, an older man tumbled out of the woods, clutching his side.
A second Firebolt from the other side of the road narrowly missed the fat man in the hat as it raced towards Orion. Orion lifted his staff, the tip glowing red, in time to intercept the Spell, and the Firebolt vanished, absorbed by an Elemental.
A bearded man with a staff stepped out of cover, but instead of continuing his assault, he threw his weapon in the dirt. “Spare us, Archmage!”
“Archmage?” The leader of the bandits hurriedly took a step backward.
“What else could he be? He cast Mage Shield without a chant!” The bearded spellcaster screamed, “You’ve brought us to ruin with your moronic plans, Paulus!”
“Enough!” Orion chanted the Spell for Entanglement and, with his left hand, slammed the butt of his staff against the earth. Startled cries came from the trees. Orion concentrated as Qoeveht had taught him. He had not spent much time at the practice of altering his magic, but a tier-one Spell should be within his grasp.
The process did not go as smoothly as Orion imagined. Tier-one Spells were not meant to be modified, they were beginner’s tools. Orion managed, but, as thick vines dragged men from the cover of the trees, he noticed several faces were strained as their owners’ bodies were being squeezed by his Spell. Orion almost lost control of Entanglement as he forced the vines to allow the prisoners some breathing room.
With four archers dead, two spellcasters out of the fight, and twenty-one men captured with a single Spell, it was enough to convince the man who had surrendered that he had done the right thing. “I told you, Paulus! An Archmage! Get on your knees and beg, you fool!”
“Quiet, Samuel!” Paulus shouted. “I'm still free, and the Al’rashian is no Archmage! Unhand my men or…"
Paulus gulped as the metal of Orion’s sword pressed against his neck.
“You are free because your life has been in my hands from the start.” Orion swatted the short sword from Paulus's hand with his staff. “You can answer my questions or…"
“Should I kill the Mages?” Reann had a distasteful twist to her lips. Both men she assumed were Mages were cowering on the ground. One knelt and pressed his forehead to the earth, and the other was holding the slight cut on his side as if he were preventing his insides from falling out.
“Scribes, not Mages,” Orion never took his eyes from Paulus, “And you can kill them if you like, though why you would escapes me.”
“Scribes? You said they were Mages! Why would Scribes be working with Bandits?” Reann made her way through the squirming vines and their captives to stand beside Orion.
“I said spellcasters, you said Mages,” Orion corrected. “And they aren’t Bandits, not yet. There are no combatants here, just Profession holders who have been listening to the wrong stories.”
“No combatants? What about the Archers?” Reann’s eyes widened at Orion’s words.
“They weren’t Archers!” Paulus said shrilly, “They were Laborers! You murdered…"
“Watch your tone… Carpenter,” Orion pressed his sword harder against Paulus’s neck and made a guess at the man’s Profession based on his calluses. “You should have known men would die when you set your trap. She isn’t at fault here. You are.”
Paulus clamped his mouth shut and tried to glare at Orion. He carried too much guilt in his expression to intimidate, and the way his body sagged announced his acceptance of the truth. “Well, you’ve won Al’rashian! What will you do now?”
“Now?” Orion lifted an eyebrow. “Now, I will release your men, and they will tend to the wounded Scribe while you answer my questions.”
Orion did not wait for the fat man’s reply. He released his Spell and sheathed his sword. While Reann stood uneasily beside him, several of the freed men dropped their weapons running to help the bleeding spellcaster, and Orion pinned Paulus in place with a stare.
“Are things so bad in Wallander that Carpenters must become highwaymen?”
“Bad? You could say that,” Paulus grunted. “Three Dungeons collapsed. It’s a guess, but it can’t be less than three, not with the number of Beasts roaming the countryside.”
Orion kept his expression neutral. Bad did not cover it if three Trials had collapsed. That would almost explain why Paulus had brought these men out to claim this section of the road, but it was hard to believe even one Trial had dissolved.
There were Adventurers who made it their trade looking for new or unclaimed Trials. Finding a Dungeon could make an Adventurer rich. With so many eyes on the lookout, it was unheard of for a Trial to collapse in a populated area.
Trials are meant to be challenged. When they go without challengers, a Dungeon’s domain weakens until it fails, and when it fails, all the Beasts it contains are released. A small Trial might unleash a few hundred creatures but a larger one…
“How did this happen?” Orion asked, slightly breathless.
Paulus shrugged. “No one knows. Some suspect a plot against Wallander's governor.”
Orion closed his eyes and rubbed the bridge of his nose. “If that’s true, why are you here, attempting to rob travelers? Wallander and the surrounding towns have walls and Trials of their own. They should be able to hold.”
“We would have!” Paulus flushed, his hands balling. “But the fighting in the cities is worse than what is happening in the countryside. Some of the Noble families are rebelling in the chaos.
“Rebelling, pah.” Paulus spit to the side. “They call it rebellion, but we can all see that they’re trying to seize power for themselves. They’re fighting each other as much as the Governor’s men, and they'll cut the throats of any Commoner that doesn’t declare for their side!”
“I've heard there are Al’rashian clans working in the area. Who has hired them?” Orion’s stomach clenched. In such an unsettled situation, there was a possibility that more than one clan might have been offered a contract. It was something that Al'rashians tried to avoid, but mercenary work had its own issues. From time to time, one clan might be pitted against another.
“Governor Kalis. Some of the others tried to hire the Ridings, but from what I heard, they were turned down. Al’rashians refused to get swept up in the infighting. They’re doing the work of the Governor’s armies. Trying to contain the collapse and escorting refugees,” Paulus’s bluster leaked out of him. “It was Riders that saw us safe on the road south.”
It wasn’t an apology, and his eyes were still hard when they looked at Reann, but there was pleading in them when they turned to Orion. Pleading, if not for forgiveness, then understanding.
“Do you know which clans have sent Riders?”
“Nah, the Riders aren’t much for gossip.” Paulus hurriedly added, “Not that I blame them. They’ve got their hands full. Focused on their business. I can appreciate that.”
“The men what saw us down the road wore red and yellow, if that helps,” Paulus volunteered, seeing Orion’s mood sour.
“Red and yellow?” Orion almost rolled his eyes. “Clan Borrain's colors are crimson and gold with…”
Explaining the intricacies of a clan's colors to a Carpenter was an exercise in futility, and Orion did not bother correcting the man. Besides, for all Orion knew, Paulus was correct. He might have seen red and yellow. He could have been escorted by a minor clan or a group of mercenaries and not Clan Borrain’s Riders.
“I'll have to see for myself,” Orion said under his breath. Louder, he said, “A word of advice for you Carpenter, or a caution. Take it how you will.”
Paulus and his men had been thoroughly cowed. Orion might not be the Archmage that the Scribe claimed, but his single Spell had wrapped them up smartly enough. Every ear listened closely to what Orion had to say. “The stories you have heard are true. But it will take more than a robbery to achieve your goals. You’ll need to get your hands bloody. From what I've seen, you don’t have the stomach for it.”
Pushing Paulus to the side with his staff, Orion started out. The man would heed his warning or not; it wasn’t Orion’s concern. Though if the defeated looks on the faces of the men he and Reann passed were any indication, there would be one less group of highwaymen in the area come tomorrow.
Once they were out of earshot, Reann spoke up, her voice falsely cheerful, “What was that about? Giving them lessons on throat cutting?”
“It’s an ancient story. Most dismiss it as an old wives’ tale, but desperate men will listen to it.” Orion’s staff tapped against the ground as he walked. “A story about how a Profession holder can gain a Class.”
Reann snatched up a stalk of grass and chewed at it. “Yeah? Never heard of that happening outside a Dungeon. How’s it done?”
“The easy way?” Orion almost didn’t answer; some knowledge was better forgotten. “Murder, torture, and worse. Paulus probably thinks he can become a Bandit with a little roadside robbery. He can’t, but if he works up the nerve, he can kill his way to a Class. The World recognizes deeds.”
The stalk fell from Reann’s lips. “That’s the easy way?” She swallowed and coughed on grass seed. “What’s the hard way?”
Orion snorted a laugh. “Any man, woman or child can become a Hero.” He did not add that nearly all died trying. Gleefully cutting down another for a handful of coppers could earn you the Murderer or Bandit Class, but to become a Hero required knowingly facing your own death, and you might not see the change to your Status as you breathed your last.
“Why would they want the Bandit Class anyway?” Reann dryly dismissed Orion’s tales of Heroes.
“You saw those Scribes cast.” Orion looked back over his shoulder. “One Spell and they were done, and those Firebolts were as weak as they come. Without the bonuses of a Class, they are vulnerable. And if things are as bad in Wallander as they sound, every fighter for hundreds of miles is probably caught up in it.”
Reann ran that thought around her head for a bit before changing the subject. “Hope the next village has a decent inn. A good meal and a soft bed…”
“You can forget about stopping at… actually, you do as you like, I won’t be joining you.” Thoughts of what his clansmen might be facing in Wallander caused Orion to pick up his pace, but it was for Reann that he was foregoing a rest in the next village.
It wasn’t a gesture that the woman could grasp. “Trying to ditch me again?” she asked suspiciously. “Thought we had an understanding! I proved myself back there, didn’t I?”
“You killed four Laborers after I told you to wait.” Orion stopped, and turned to face her.
“They were planning to…” Reann started to bluster, then paused and took a deep breath. “I was spotted. I wanted to wait, but… I didn’t know they were….” No excuse she could offer felt right. It was true, she’d slipped up, but if she had known they were Profession holders, she would have disabled them, instead of… the memory of a young tawny-haired man, who got off one shot before her Wind Cut caused him to choke on his own blood turned her stomach.
“They may not have deserved what happened, but they asked for it,” Orion said firmly. “However, they were not Bandits; they were villagers. I will not be stopping at the next inn because more likely than not the men you killed will have family there. Family who won’t care whether your actions were justified or not.”
“Unless your poison resistance is especially high, I don’t recommend eating food that is prepared by people who have reason to hate you.” Orion cut off a lecture and started walking again. “Then again, if you can survive it, Blue Devil Weed grows in the area. You won’t find a better spice.”
“What happens if you can’t survive it?” Reann pulled her Cloak around herself, chilled by the thought of a town that might hate her as much as Sweet Meadows had despised the men who murdered her friends.
“Your organs melt, and,” Orion searched for a way to describe the effects of the poison, “you release an unpleasant gas as you die.”
“That was a joke, right? You’re trying to cheer me up with a joke?” Reann tripped over her feet, trying to get a better look at Orion’s face.
“You won’t think it’s a joke when you smell it.” Orion shuddered. “The stench is fierce; it will tarnish your memory in the minds of those who knew you. No deed is great enough to cover such a death. It’s better to die running from a Grak than of the windy curse of the Blue Devil Weed.”
Reann spent the next several miles watching Orion out of the corner of her eye, waiting for the Al’rashian to crack and snicker at what had to be a juvenile attempt at humor. He never did, and they were a day beyond the next village before she saw him take a deep breath.




Chapter Fifteen

Quest Complete - Survive alone in the Wilds for two weeks. Reward 1000 Experience, 1 Free Attribute point. 1 Free Skill point.
The notification greeted Trent as he opened his eyes. He wouldn’t have thought that a Trial counted as the Wilds, but given the challengers in the Moonlit Forest, maybe he should have. He looked down at the puppy sleeping in his lap. He had let Pup rest there. Trent could maintain his balance on the branch of the silver tree while unconscious. Pup could not.
“It looks like you don't count, Dog,” Trent muttered. The animal had been stealing half, if not more, of all the XP Trent earned. At least the Dog hadn’t cheated him in respect to his Quest. Thinking of Experience Points, the completed Quest had pushed him over the edge. He could finally level Survivalist.
You are now a Level 3 Survivalist. You have learned the Skill, Arrows Flight Level 1. You have learned the Skill, Bloodletting Level 1. 6000 Experience and Basic Spear Level 10 required for next level up.
Trent was still learning about this first Class he had chosen. Ranar had said Survivalists were violent, their Skills meant for getting close to and facing their opponents. Arrows Flight and Bloodletting seemed to confirm this.
Bloodletting was meant to be used in conjunction with an attack Skill like Thrust and would add a greater bleeding effect to any wound caused. Trent’s recent injuries had impressed upon him just how crippling deeper wounds could be. Bloodletting was a Skill he was happy to see added to his Status.
Arrows Flight was another Skill like Enhanced Jump that had a possibility to fail if Trent got the timing wrong. When used correctly, the Skill would propel Trent along the course of an arrow that was being fired towards him, faster than the object itself. He could approach an Archer and attack while the bowman was still fumbling for a second arrow.
It was an impressive Skill, but the cost made Trent’s jaw drop. At 200 SP, and 100 MP, Arrows Flight was one of the most expensive tools in his arsenal. Combined with the fact that it had to be used in the open while facing the attacks of an Archer, Trent felt his enthusiasm for what was obviously an Advanced Skill, wane.
A new level in Survivalist also brought 5 Free Attribute Points. With the reward from his Quest, Trent had six to spend. He quickly added 3 to Strength, 2 to Dexterity, and 1 to Constitution. He studied the results in his Status as he felt the effects of the increased Attributes subtlety taking hold throughout his body.
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The numbers which defined him were a far cry from the ones he started with as a newly Awakened being months ago. Would they be enough to allow Trent to defeat Martin? He couldn’t say. He had managed to bluff his way out of a confrontation with the Thief in their last encounter, but he knew the man was a higher level. If not for the demands of the Trial, Trent would leave things as they were.
Not that he had made any progress on his latest Quest. The Moonlit Forest called for Martin’s death, and yet the rules of the Trial meant that any sign of passage the Thief might leave soon vanished. Trent’s Tracking Skill had not picked up the slightest hint of the Thief despite his searching.
Searching that he should be getting back to. He picked the petals of the Wolf Vine, acquiring four more vials of Liquid Silver, one of which he tucked into his belt. Not the most secure spot, but it was the best he could manage until he could replace his pouch. The other three went into Storage.
Climbing down from his resting place, Trent had Pup tucked under one arm and a wooden sword shoved through his belt, things he had gotten quite used to. The lazy Dog snorted without waking as Trent dropped the last six feet to the ground, his boots thudding on the packed dirt below the tree.
The drop might not have disturbed Pup but being tossed to the ground wasn’t something he could ignore. The Dog yelped as he impacted against the earth and brambles pricked at his hide. He whined as he clambered to his paws, staring reproachfully at Trent.
Trent didn’t see the Dog’s sad eyes. He was too busy trying to free his sword. The wooden blade was securely bound by his belt, and Trent absently wondered if the lack of a sheath would be the reason he lost his life.
The Werewolf was as surprised as Trent was, buying the Swordsman the precious seconds he needed to disentangle his blade. The Elwire sword swept out, cutting a thin line across the Beast’s chest and shoulder. Rancid breath flooded Trent’s senses as the Wolf howled in pain. Trent kicked at the stunned creature’s knee and turned to run.
A second Werewolf’s jaws snapped at his face, and Trent narrowly twisted aside. Adrenaline surged through him, banishing the last cobwebs left by restless sleep. He directed a low cut to the second Beast’s legs and was rewarded with the sight of blood. Long Slash, enhanced by Bloodletting, cut its way along the creature’s side and carried Trent to its back.
The trail beyond the Beast was clear. He could run now, but Trent pivoted, holding his sword with both hands, his legs and shoulders powering a slice down the Werewolf’s back. Violence, aggression, and the need to conquer one’s enemies were the weaknesses of a Survivalist. They were the instincts that had driven Trent to panic on the streets of Al’drossford.
But the Moonlit Forest was not filled with innocently passing Commoners. It was a wild place, a place where violence was not only appropriate, it was necessary. Trent let loose the reigns he had put on the weaknesses of his Class. A cold fury filled him as he threw himself forward.
Two weeks. According to his Quest, he had spent two weeks in this Trial. It was only now that he was overcome with the realization that the biggest struggle he faced was with his own uncertainty. He vowed to hunt and then found himself clinging to the shadows, hiding. He swore to be more, then avoided the challenges that came his way, until a Guardian was ripping into his skin.
It was fighting the Guardian that had taught him weaknesses could also be strengths. Now that lesson had sunk in. A Survivalist was aggressive, a Swordsman arrogant, but both Classes fought at the front, never showing their back to the enemy, confident that victory was a stroke away.
Howls filled with paralyzing sound and flesh melting light narrowly missed Trent as he slashed and hacked at the two Beasts. Blood splattered against his mask and stained his shirt as he abandoned the forms of Military Fencing for the simplicity of Basic Longsword. Military Fencing was meant to be used against soldiers, and there was little civilization left in the man-shaped Wolves.
There was less civilization left in Trent as he struck at hamstrings and whirled to slice at eyes. He twisted and lunged, his Thrust barely penetrating thick hide. His wrists ripped his blade to the side, enlarging the wound. Elwire wood imbued with Liquid Silver caused Moon Cursed blood to boil, and the poison seeped into the Beasts as Trent continued his relentless assault.
That same blood evaporated on his blade when Trent found himself standing over the corpses of two creatures he would have fled from had that been an option. His chest heaved, and he swallowed heavily. Tucking his sword under his arm, Trent fumbled for his water skin and drank deeply, the stale fluid rushing through his body.
It was a good thing that the hides of Werewolves held no value. Trent had rent nearly every inch of the Trials creature’s skin, leaving the Beasts a shredded mess. Trent’s hands patted at his own body, searching for wounds, and was astonished to find himself untouched. If not for the XP in his Status and his nearly depleted Stamina, he would have thought it all a dream.
As Trent stood waiting for his Stamina to recover, Pup wriggled his way out of the brush and darted over to flop on Trent’s boots. Taking his sword in his right hand, Trent knelt and rubbed at the Dog’s ears. Pup leaned into his palm, grumbling happily at the attention.
“You stole half the XP again,” Trent sighed. “You'll probably want the teeth as well, huh? What do you want with them anyway?”
Pup’s tail beat a furious pattern and he latched on to Trent’s hand as an answer.
“If they’re improving your bite, I don’t see it.” Trent shook the Dog loose and Pup tumbled away. “You need to run.”
Pup scrambled into a sitting position and cocked his head. Trent’s words were out of place until Pup followed the boy’s gaze and saw the black figure rushing down the trail. Trent’s boots missed stepping on the Dog by a hair’s width as he flung himself forward. The unnatural stillness of the Moonlit Forest was unbroken as the Swordsman and Beast clashed.
Claws slashed at Trent’s head and he craned his neck to avoid them. Triple Slash cut the black Werewolf once, but the subsequent blows missed as the Beast stepped back. Trent tried to Parry the counter that was sent his way and once again found himself reeling as his Skill was broken. His mind clouded by the sudden shock, Trent was nearly caught by the second Skilled strike directed at his abdomen.
Flipping himself over the Beast’s arm, Trent landed on one knee and twisted to slice at the Werewolf’s legs. A clawed foot impacted against his chest, flinging him on to his back. As he landed, he heard a clicking sound that he hoped wasn’t a bone breaking. His sword fell from his hand, and his lungs refused to work. For a moment, Trent was unable to move.
The Werewolf’s jaws opened, and a red light gathered behind its teeth. Trent tried to roll to the side. His body refused to listen. Vacant white eyes set in black fur regarded him mockingly as the Wolf prepared to melt the skin from his bones.
Pup was small. Trent realized just how tiny the Dog was when he popped into existence on the back of the Werewolf’s neck and bit down. Pup growled as he clamped down, but it was a lethargic sound. The Dog braced his legs and shook his head, trying to tear into the much larger Beast, and from where Trent lay, he could see Pup’s body tremble from Mana or Stamina depletion, perhaps both.
Pup had stolen the Shadow Rat’s Core, learning a new Skill when he had consumed it. A Skill that allowed him to traverse the space between himself and the Wolf, but clearly, he lacked the Attributes to support the Skill, much like his teeth lacked the strength to pierce through the Beast’s fur.
The black Werewolf kept his eyes on Trent and continued to gather his attack as one clawed hand streaked up to grasp Pup around his middle. There was a crunching sound as the Dog was lifted away, and the agonized squeak that burst out of Pup was cut off as his body slammed to the earth.
Trent, usually so silent as he fought, screamed. His hand slapped against the ground for his sword hilt and found the object that had clinked when he fell instead. His fingers curled around the vial of Liquid Silver that had dropped from his belt, and Trent hurled it with another outraged cry.
The Werewolf’s rending howl met the vial in midair. Glass shattered, and the poison became a mist that floated into the Wolf’s open muzzle. The Beast’s howl became a sharp roar of pain. Its bellows continued as the burning on its face was joined by lines of fire crisscrossing its torso.
Trent found his sword and his feet. Trent saw red as he unleashed an unending chain of Skilled strikes and a hoarse wail, all directed at the Beast. Chop severed the Werewolf’s arm at the elbow. Fast Strike, Triple Slash, and Thrust were repeated again and again as the creature backpedaled. Trent followed it, his arms filled with a desperate energy. The Werewolf was driven to the ground, and Trent kept hacking at it until his body became heavy.
Even then, he tried to kick and stomp at the corpse. If wheezing gasps and the sound of rattling breath had not broken through his rage, Trent might have continued until he fell from exhaustion. The noise of Pup laboring for air brought him to his senses and sent him scrambling to the Dog’s side.
Dropping his sword, Trent hurried to kneel beside Pup. The Dog’s limbs were twisted at unnatural angles, his eyes were open but rolled back, and his chest caved in. Trent’s mouth opened and then he clamped his lips shut. He was afraid that asking how the Dog could still be alive would send the animal into the dark.
Maybe that would be a mercy. The pup's body shook with every breath, and blood leaked from the corners of his mouth. Trent’s hands hovered helplessly over the tiny body. Balm couldn’t help here nor the greater healing potion in Trent’s Storage. Both the charm and the potion were meant to heal flesh, not bone. Pup was broken in a way that required more than Trent had.
“What were you thinking? How are you still alive?” Trent whispered, “Why are you even here? You’re no Beast, no Hunter. You’re an animal! A stupid, weak, brave, idiot!”
Pup did not whimper as Trent pulled him onto his lap. The unconscious Dog should have been killed instantly, and Trent was sure it was only a cruel joke of the Trial that kept the animal trapped in his body. In the part of his mind that tracked the health of party members, Trent watched Pup’s life decrease from 3 HP to 2. The end was near.
“You can’t die without a name! No one should die like that!” It was something Trent had avoided. Names were important. It wasn’t his place to give the Dog one. He remembered a small Awakened, a boy, who in his memory was hardly bigger than the puppy. That boy had run until his feet bled and might have died without a name himself. Trent might never have had a name if it weren’t for Michael.
“Es'trent. You deserve better than that.” Trent lightly caressed Pup's ear. “Dreq. Your name is Dreq. It means…”
There had been an itch beneath Trent’s skin ever since he brought the Dog into his party. As Dreq's HP dropped to 1 and Trent prepared to close the pup's eyes, that itch became a burrowing sensation in his chest that caused Trent’s mind to go blank.
He did not notice how his palm warmed as it settled on Dreq's head. He forgot the meaning of the Dog’s name, forgot to wonder how it came to him in the first place. The only thing that drew his attention away from the intensifying ache at his center and back to the animal in his lap was the snapping sound of bone.
Eyes wide, Trent watched as Dreq’s legs straightened, and the
depression in his chest bulged back out. The Dog’s breathing eased, and his eyelids slid shut. Before they closed completely Trent caught a glimpse of healthy brown pupils, heavy with sleep.
“What just happened?” Trent asked, not expecting an answer. When one came, his hand shot towards Sorrow’s hilt.
“The canine earned a name,” a silky voice came from above Trent’s head. “Lucky, that. We all come seeking names and titles, but most of us die before we earn one.”
A six-legged Beast dropped out of a nearby tree. Five feet long from blunt, square muzzle to tailless rear, the creature looked to weigh about three hundred pounds, and every ounce of that was muscle. With dark green feathers rather than fur and no sign of ears showing, Trent was reminded of a bird. The creature had vertical yellow eyes, which slowly narrowed as they studied Trent.
“What does a name have to do with…” Trent gestured at the peacefully sleeping puppy who had been so close to death. He used Identify to learn that the creature was a Level 23 Reme, which told him nothing.
“Everything,” the Reme replied, stretching out all of its legs to lay flat. “It’s why we come here. Names mean rebirth. I think I heard some of your kind refer to it as Awakening. I missed the details of that conversation. They were too near my den at the time.”
“You hid from them?”
“No, I ate them. There is no Truce outside of the Hunter's Trials.” Blinking, the Reme rolled onto its back. “Can you give names to any you meet, Hunter?”
“No,” Trent murmured, looking down at Dreq. “I shouldn’t have named him. But I still don’t understand. Why is he healed?”
“Rebirth, a new life. The animal is changed by your words,” The Reme flipped to its feet, its foremost set of paws patted its chest, “or reminded of itself by your words. This canine is strange.” The Beast crept closer to sniff at Dreq. Trent almost broke the Truce then, the muscles in his arm tensed as he tried to keep Sorrow in its sheath.
“When he wakes, he will have access to his Status.” The Reme's nose pressed against Trent’s chest as it snuffled at him. “Are you sure you have no name rattling around in there for me?”
“I'm sure,” Trent said through gritted teeth.
“Pity.” The Reme hopped back. “Then we are done here.”
The Beast began to leave, and Trent surprised himself by speaking up to stop it. “I can’t give you a name, but maybe I can help you earn one.”
The Reme spun around. “Explain!”
“The Quest to kill Martin Vane, to hunt the Truce Breaker, if we complete it together…” Trent offered. He had had no luck finding the Ratkin himself. Joining forces with this odd Beast could only help.
The Reme's eyes blazed as it hissed, “Quest? I am aware of the Truce Breaker; his stink fills the Forest. Are you saying you’ve been tasked with the Hunt to bring him down?”
Trent’s shoulders sank. He had been under the impression that all challengers in the Trial had received the Quest. He cleared his throat. “I have, but I guess you haven’t. Does that mean you can’t earn a name that way?”
“No, the Forest has given me no task. All Beasts avoid the Truce Breaker. His presence is more offensive than that of the Moon Cursed. They at least follow the dictates of their nature. We leave him to starve or become cursed himself. However, we can help one another.” The Reme grew sly and it slunk closer. “If you help me with my hunt, I will assist you with yours.”
“I don’t require a name,” the Beast added hurriedly. “I entered the Forest to complete my growth. Wings! Wings are all you must help me with. I've already killed the Rats, but the Wolves are trickier. The blacks appear without warning, and the greys can summon help. Working together…”
Trent did not reply at first. He thought over the Reme’s offer carefully, looking for the catch. The Truce made betrayal unlikely, but the Beast was too eager. The Reme hadn’t helped Trent against the three Wolves, though Trent couldn’t hold that against it… against her? The Reme batted its lashless lids in a distinctively feminine way as she waited for his answer.
“I'll help you,” Trent said at last, “once Dreq is awake."
‘We mustn’t wait!” The Reme stomped two sets of paws against the ground. “The Dog might sleep for days while undergoing the change! Carry it while we hunt!”
“I only have two hands.” Trent held his arms up in demonstration. “Both of which I need to fight with. I can’t just toss Dreq aside every time we run into an enemy.” Trent conveniently forgot the many times he had done just that.
“And you won’t abandon him, I suppose,” the Reme trilled impatiently. “Your kind uses bags, yes? Put the Dog in a bag and carry him on your back!”
“Of course! Why didn’t I think of that!” Trent slapped his forehead with a palm and then felt around with exaggerated motions. “Only I seem to have misplaced my pack! How could that have happened?”
The Reme reared up and spun on her back legs, disappearing into the brush. When she returned, she was dragging three Winter Wolves, two with her middle set of limbs and one with her teeth. “Make what you need, Hunter! Quickly! My wings await!”
Trent stared at the three corpses deposited before him. They had been killed by claws, a weapon the Reme lacked, so he was certain she hadn’t broken the Truce, only… “They are Hunters. Are we allowed to?”
“You mustn’t eat them!” the Reme warned. “But the rest, nothing says we can’t make use of their bodies. It will go to waste otherwise. Now, hurry!”
The Reme plucked Dreq from Trent’s lap and started to set him aside until a growl from Trent stopped her. Her feathers ruffled as she cradled the pup in a mothering fashion while giving Trent a look that said she had never intended to drop the Dog in the first place. Her eyes blinked rapidly, demanding Trent set to work.
Which he did. Drawing Sorrow, Trent began to Harvest the Wolves, muttering apologies as he cut. It felt disrespectful to make use of a fellow challenger this way. His Skill whispered to him, telling him to take the claws and teeth as well as the hide, but those, along with the Core, he left. He used Earth Manipulation to dig a grave for the three fallen hunters after he finished.
The Reme scoffed at this and hissed under her breath about wasted time, but when Trent’s glare found her, she was staring skywards, rocking Dreq as if she hadn’t said a word. Trent cast Prepare Hides instead of arguing with the creature, then sat back on his heels and looked at the results, stumped.
He was new to crafting, and his Sewing Skill suggested a solution to his dilemma, only it wasn’t very practical. Without a better idea, Trent cut thin strips out of one hide and a large square out of another. He slit four holes at the sides of the square and folded it, then used the strips to bind the hide into a makeshift pouch. He cut a series of holes along the top of the pouch and wove a longer strip through them.
Wrapping the rough belt around his waist, Trent tied it securely in front. The pouch hung at his back, and Trent had the Reme place Dreq in it. He was not happy with the results. Dreq would bounce when Trent ran and be exposed to any strikes that came from behind. It was the best he could come up with. He allowed the Reme’s approving trills to convince him that this would work, and the two set off.
Trent had notifications begging for his attention, but the Reme would suffer no delays. The creature’s heightened senses found grey Werewolves quickly and, just as quickly, Trent realized he had been set up. The Reme looked intimidating with her bulk, but her paws, while heavy, had no claws, and the teeth in her muzzle were flat. She could crush the smaller Wererats with her weight, however, she needed to borrow Trent’s blades to kill the Wolves.
Annoyed as he was at the discovery that the Reme was mostly incapable of harming their foes, Trent had to admit she had her uses, and the two found a pattern. While the Reme drew the Beasts’ attention, Trent struck from the sides. The Reme wasn’t able to damage the Wolves. Neither could their howls penetrate her feathers. She swatted at the Beasts and then bore the brunt of their assault as Trent stabbed and sliced.
The Reme was reluctant to accept Trent’s leadership, so they were forced to split their kills rather than share them. When it was Trent’s turn, his sword cut to kill, but for the Reme he disabled limbs and bled the Beasts until they fell, at which point the Reme used her blunt paws to cave in skulls.
Dreq slept peacefully unaware in his pouch as the two slaughtered their way through the Moonlit Forest. They killed greys until the blacks appeared. The first black Werewolf called for a change in their tactics. Smarter and faster than its grey relatives, the Beast ignored the stationary Reme and went for Trent.
Trent almost lost his head to a swipe before they worked out an answer. With the black Werewolves, Trent stood his ground and traded blows while the Reme crept up from behind. Once she was in place the feathered creature would leap and wrap her six legs around the Trial Beast, dragging it to the ground with her greater weight. Unyielding limbs held the Wolf while Trent stabbed relentlessly, whittling away its HP.
The Reme pushed Trent on frantically. She hardly allowed him to catch his breath before urging him to the next target. She was delighted and possessed as she tromped through the forest whispering of wings and demanding Trent move faster. He lost count of the number of Beasts they slew, and it wasn’t until a black Wolf died under the Reme’s stomping that he realized just how far they had come.
The Reme’s excited yowling as the Beast’s head gave way told Trent that this kill brought something new. His arms hung limp at his sides and the tip of his sword dug into the dirt. He was exhausted. The Reme hadn’t allowed him to rest, and he felt like he hadn’t slept in days. The creature’s leaping, spinning dance was bizarre, but if she allowed him to stand still for a few moments, Trent was happy to watch her display.
“That’s the last!” she shrieked, her voice distorted. “You clever cub! You've done it! Wings! I will finally have wings!”
The Reme’s flat muzzle lengthened and hardened. A wickedly sharp beak appeared on her face, perfectly complimenting the black talons that grew from her toes. Green and white tail feathers spread out from her rear and fanned at the air. However, it was the lumps on her back that held Trent fixated, and he took a nervous step back as two sets of wings erupted. The Reme screamed as the eight-foot appendages burst forth in an eruption of blood and feathers, but there was no sign of pain on her avian face. It was ecstasy that shone in her yellow eyes.
Bunching her legs beneath her, the Reme shot into the sky, becoming a shrieking green streak. She soared upwards and turned loops, swatting at treetops as she swooped. When she landed again, the ground trembled under the force of her impact, and Trent could imagine the bones of Were-Beasts she hadn’t been able to harm before breaking from her drop.
Trent rolled his shoulders uncomfortably as the Reme preened her feathers with her new beak. Clearing his throat, he broke her from her reverie, “Congratulations! Now, about my Quest…”
“Yes, I haven’t forgotten.” The Reme butted against his chest with the top of her head. “You must kill the Truce Breaker. He is near. His stink lingers outside the stone circle. Go there, and you will find your prey.”
The Reme pointed further down the trail, and Trent turned to look. There was no sign of a circle, stone or otherwise. When he turned back, a shimmering portal had appeared behind the Reme. When she stepped towards it, Trent reached out a hand to stop her and was ignored.
“Good hunting, man-chick! Do not enter the circle itself!” With this, the Reme stepped through the portal and was gone. Trent’s grasping fingers held nothing but air, and he let his arm fall back to his side.
Man-chick? Clever cub? Trent didn’t know when he had stopped being a Hunter in the Reme’s eyes, but a part of him was glad she had left before heaping any other new titles on him. His boots scuffed at the dirt as he tried to remember the exact terms of their agreement. The Reme had said she would assist him, and in a way, if her mention of a stone circle turned out to be true, she had.
“There is no Truce outside the Hunter’s Trial,” Trent repeated out loud the words the feathered Beast had uttered. He had come to doubt the Reme’s story about eating the Awakened she had conversed with outside her den. He glanced at the crater created by her landing, and picturing the Reme’s razor-sharp beak and talons, he knew that the next group who approached her home might not escape. She was a Beast, after all. A Beast that Trent had helped grow stronger.
Then again, she had helped him develop as well. He had had notifications before their meeting, and he sensed more awaiting his reading after her departure. Martin could wait a few minutes longer. He undid the sash that held Dreq’s pouch and cradled the sleeping pup in the crook of his arm as he looked for a place to rest.
The tree he found was not ideal. Only the timber with the silver bark and Wolf Vine had proven to be secure. Any concealment would have do for now. Holding Dreq carefully, Trent made his assent and, settling into the V of a high branch, opened his Status.
The results left him breathless. He had enough XP to level Swordsman multiple times, and every one of his attack Skills had grown, providing several Attribute Points to Strength, Agility, and Dexterity. The fact that he had completed almost all the terms of the Trial was stunning. All he needed for a Perfect Clear was to defeat the final Guardian.
If not for one last notification, this might have been the most important detail in Trent’s Status. But there was one message that captured his attention and confused him.
You have created <Unnamed Weapons Technique> Level 1. This Skill is a combination of multiple others that you have combined in a unique way. Suitable for fighting Beasts, bonuses to Damage will apply when doing so. Usable with both long and short bladed weapons. You may name this Skill yourself. +2 Dexterity +3 Wisdom.
Staring at his Status, Trent could see connections leading from all his attack Skills, including Ocean Meets the Shore and Acrobatics, leading to the unnamed technique. In his mind, he could feel the familiarity he had acquired with this new Skill. It was rough, and time would tell if it remained effective, but for this Trial it had met his needs.
He did not name the Skill. After leveling Swordsman three times and assigning 4 Attribute Points to Strength, 4 to Agility, 2 to Dexterity, and 2 to Constitution, he closed his Status. There was too much to consider, and he had things to do. Tying Dreq’s satchel to a nearby branch, Trent took out pieces of Elwire wood and Beast teeth. He whittled at them as he thought of what came next.
Martin Vane. Trent knew next to nothing about the Ratkin. Not his Level, how he fought, or what Skills and Abilities he might have. Trent was completely in the dark about the man he once thought might become a friend. A man whom the Trial demanded that he kill. All Trent could say for certain was that Martin’s Level was higher than his own.
That wasn’t a frightening thought. Trent could not recall a time when he faced an enemy that was his Level or less. Maybe the Skeletons he and Tersa had dealt with in the prison? Trent knew his wide range of Skills allowed him to compete with Beasts that should be stronger than he was.
But Martin was a Thief, and, outside of sparring, Trent had never tested himself against another Awakened in a life or death struggle. He would need everything at his disposal. He hefted the Elwire stick he had carved into a long-pointed dart. A flick of his wrist sent the projectile downwards, where it stuck into a lower branch. Barely.
Retrieving the dart, Trent noted that the tip was already blunt. Not good. Martin wasn’t Moon Cursed, so Trent would not waste a vial of Liquid Silver. So, after sharpening the tip, he used Spiritual Flame and Fire Manipulation, not to imbue the dart, but to harden it. The thick, sweet smell of the wood spread out through the forest, causing Trent to curse at himself.
Stupid! He might as well set the tree on fire! At least then he could be warm when every Beast in the Forest lay siege to his perch! He held perfectly still and waited to see what his ineptitude would bring. When the scent dispersed and no howling hordes of enraged Were-Beasts came for him, Trent allowed himself to relax.
The process had worked. The wooden shard had lost its yellow sheen and was as hard as black iron. A second test stuck the dart an inch into Trent’s target, a good foot away from where he had meant to hit. The dart was thinner and too light after the excess was burned away. He would need to practice. Later. First, there were plenty of branches and teeth left to be carved.




Chapter Sixteen

Master Taylor probably would not be impressed by the mess Trent had made of his creations. Trent could picture the Craftsman’s face twisting with displeasure at the sight of the pockets Trent had added to his shirt. He would most likely forgive the boy after learning that Trent’s Sewing Skill had risen to Level 3, but no perfectionist would appreciate their work being sullied by amateur hands.
Trent, on the other hand, was happy with the results of his crafting. Two new belt pouches hung from his waist. He had sewn the hide with the fur on the inside as lining. He added extra padding to cradle the vials of poison and the greater Healing potion they carried. The pockets that he had positioned low on his side held the best examples of his carving and weapons craft. He did not coat or imbue the darts with Liquid Silver. If all went as planned, Trent would be selling the last of the vials, not using them.
The pup, Dreq, still slept, blissfully unaware in his satchel. He snorted and stirred as Trent lifted the bag from its hanging spot, but the Dog’s eyes remained clamped shut. Trent tied the bundle around his waist with a sigh. He had gotten a little shuteye himself, just not enough, and he couldn’t help but wish someone would carry him around for a day or two while he rested.
Trent scanned the area before dropping from the tree. His sword was in his hand, not pushed through his belt. As his boots touched the ground, he crouched for a moment, in case a black Werewolf made an appearance. When one didn’t, he straightened and started in the direction the Reme had told him to go.
He hoped the feathered Beast was correct and Martin had holed up somewhere nearby. Checking Map, Trent saw that he had explored just about every inch of the Moonlit Forest, and if he kept going, his internal Map would be complete. That didn’t mean much, however. Martin had legs; he could have moved in the time since the Reme left.
Trent thought that unlikely. If Martin had found a relatively secure spot, he would be unwise to leave it. The Beasts challenging the Trial might not be hunting him, but he couldn’t know that. Trent walked beside the trail with Stealth and Camouflage active. He moved with deliberate steps, keeping watch for the silver trees, the trees he would choose if he wanted to hide.
The first thing of interest Trent saw was the stone circle. It dominated a clearing, sitting a hundred feet from any tree. The word monolith came to mind. Towering stone pillars, connected by slabs laying across their tops, ‘stone circle' was not how Trent would describe what he was seeing. The Reme had a gift for understatement.
Using Far Sight, Trent could make out pictures carved into the stone. Images of animals and men battling against the Trial’s Beasts, in packs and alone, covered the pillars from top to bottom. Trent saw Wolves carrying their prey to the ground under the weight of their numbers. Panthers slashed with claws that dripped blood. And the men…
Trent had felt… welcomed… in the Moonlit Forest. The Trial spoke to a corner of Trent’s soul that had been dormant under Sergeant Cullen’s more civilized instruction. The Forest had helped him understand himself, to recognize that the restraints he imposed on his Classes had to be released when the situation called for it.
Viewing the pictographs from afar, Trent asked the moon, silently, why he had been allowed to enter. The men depicted in the images did not wear armor or wield weapons. Their bodies were covered in fur and they attacked with teeth. Fox tails and Cat ears identified the warriors as Kindred, like Martin. This Trial was a place for Beasts to break through their limits and young Kindred to explore their heritage. Whatever lay at the heart of the circle held more meaning for Martin than it did for Trent, and the Thief, unable to see that, had betrayed what this Trial represented.
And now he was hunted by an Al’rashian who did not belong. Trent tore his gaze from the pillars with an effort. The Reme had said not to enter that place. Martin would be outside, but where? No silver shone in the moonlight; no bushes moved against the breeze. Relaxing his eyes, Trent didn’t focus on any particular area and allowed Perception to dictate what was important.
His senses felt alive! He could hear the battle cries of Beasts and the screams of the wounded. The smells of pine and blood drifted to his nose. To the right, halfway between the barrier of trees and the circle of stone, shifting grass stung Trent’s eyes with an obvious wrongness. There was something concealed there that did not belong. Martin Vane's Skills were better than Trent’s but not a match for a secondary Attribute which excelled at revealing secrets.
“Arooo.” The smile spreading across Trent’s face froze at the sleepy sound coming from the satchel at his waist. A second groaning yawn sent his fingers to the knot over his belt and he tore at it. Dreq was waking up just in time to give Trent’s position away!
Pulling the bag to the front, Trent reached in and snatched Dreq up by the scruff of his neck. The pups tail wagged sleepily, and he licked at Trent’s mask. Trent clamped his free hand around the Dog’s muzzle and shushed him. Dreq squirmed but remained quiet, his eyes solemn.
Putting the Dog down on the grass, Trent took a days’ worth of dried meat out of Storage. A second thought had him doubling the food and tossing two Dire Wolf Fangs beside the rations. That should be enough to keep Dreq occupied.
Casting a glance to make sure the lump he had noticed hadn’t moved, Trent bent down and stroked Dreq's head. “Stay here. No matter what, you understand? Stay here and stay quiet. I will be back soon.”
Dreq was hunched over the dried meat, devouring it with gusto, and Trent took the wiggling of his rear as assent. The Dog hadn’t eaten in days and had little interest in anything but food. Trent place a bowl he had carved next to Dreq and filled it with water before patting the Dog again and straightening up.
With his sword in his right hand and a bone dart in his left, Trent slipped through the shadows until he was directly across from the shape he assumed to be Martin. Sixty feet of open space separated him from the completion of his Quest. It was too far for a dart throw. Trent thought he might manage it with an axe, but now wasn’t the time for experimenting.
Sword held low and to the side, Trent stepped into the clearing.
**********
Hunger gnawed at Martin’s center. A hunger that grass and bark couldn’t satisfy. He ground his teeth and dug his fingers into the soil. He had lain in this spot for what felt like a lifetime. Beasts wouldn’t enter this clearing. They would not approach the stone monument. He was safe here; safe to freeze and starve.
He had tried venturing from this place several times in search of food. Twice he had discovered wounded creatures, but when he approached them, the animals forgot their injuries and attacked him. He had tried to fight them and ended up retreating. His Class was one of Stealth. He lacked huge reserves of Health and Stamina that would have allowed him to battle on even terms with Beasts. He relied on deception and only the creatures’ unwillingness to enter this clearing had preserved his life.
At this point, Martin would even eat the tainted meat the Moon Cursed dropped. It would mean suffering the curse himself, but was that any worse than starving to death? Some of the Kindred reveled in the strength that could be gained by consuming a Were-Beast. They claimed that a few days a month of mindless savagery was a small price to pay, and Martin could accept that price now.
The more Martin considered it, the more the idea appealed to him. If he survived this Trial, there would still be the chosen of Sallor to deal with. The heightened senses of the Moon Cursed would aid him. He could become a Were-Beast and Champion, and never have to cower before any, ever again!
It was a fine thought. In practice, killing a Trial Beast had proven troublesome. When he drew near, the white eyes of Rats and Wolves tracked him no matter his Skills. He might as well have been drunkenly singing at the top of his voice for all the good Stealth and Hide did him. Trent had said he was marked, and the kid was right.
Never speak of demons beneath a full moon. Motion directly in front of Martin caused his muscles to tense. The figure that stepped out of the trees was dressed in a mixture of whites, blacks, and grey. Even the sword he held was black, and he drifted forward in the moonlight.
Martin pulled his cloak around his body as he stood, his fingers exploring the inner pockets that held the few weapons he had left. “Love to know how you do that, kid. How do you spot me? You a Swordsman or a Diviner?”
Trent said nothing, his feet gliding through the grass, his breathing even. Martin gnashed his teeth. “Answer me! You fooled me once, but you can’t honestly expect to beat me? That trick with the fire, been thinking about that. It’s not a Swordsman’s Skill. You can’t keep it up long!”
Still nothing. Maybe the kid’s tongue had been ripped out. Martin hoped not. He was looking forward to doing that himself. Martin’s fingernails extended into claws. Beneath the cover of his cloak, he drew a long, thin blade and held it close to his leg.
“Let’s be reasonable.” Martin stepped back as he spoke. “It was wrong of me to scare you at the start, but you paid me back, yeah? Let’s work together, find the exit. There’s got to–"
Martin threw himself to the side as Trent’s blade cut through the space he had occupied. Martin snarled and whipped his arm forward, his knife flashing. Trent leaned back to avoid the strike, and Martin activated one of his few combat Skills, Whisper Step. Impossibly fast, he was behind the Swordsman and using Back Stab.
Pain and fear! Pain from the dart that pierced his left shoulder and fear from the speed with which Trent parried his attack. Martin back stepped as a sword slashed at his face. The fear grew as Trent matched him step for step, his blade never pausing, shifting from one attack to another. Martin’s Agility kept the sword from cutting him, but when another dart stuck into his thigh, he almost screamed.
Had Trent been lying when he told Martin he was a Level 9? He was too fast! Maybe he had leveled up some in this Trial, but this was too much. Nothing in the Thief’s experience could explain how a Warrior could keep up with him. Warriors invested in Strength and Constitution, and although Strength played a part in speed, Martin’s Class and Agility should have given him an edge. As it was, he was barely staying away from the dark blade in Trent’s hand, and he could not even see the darts the kid threw!
When the third shard of bone lodged itself into his bicep, Martin abandoned the thought of killing Trent. Running! Running was his only way of escape! He could lose the Swordsman in the trees…
Only he couldn’t! There was no safety in the cover of the Forest for Martin. The Beasts that roamed the Trial were as implacable as Trent. This clearing was the only place where Martin was free from the pursuit of claws and fangs. He was safe because none would approach the stone monument.
Martin dodged a slash and sprinted for the stone pillars. He pulled the dart from his thigh and tossed it aside. The others could wait. He expected to feel a blade plunge into his back at any moment. He had to reach the circle. Maybe it was the exit! If he could leave this Trial and make it back to Bellrise, Trent couldn’t touch him.
Under normal circumstances, thoughts of being sheltered by the law would have brought a sardonic smile to Martin’s lips. Now he swore he would kiss the boots of the first Guardsman he saw. He would offer gold to any god that helped him reach the stone circle before Trent. Whatever lay within had to be better than the silent killer that followed him!
Martin needn’t have run so fast. His sudden escape had thrown Trent off his stride. Trent was too used to fighting Trial Beasts, which never backed down, no matter how the fight went. In his eyes, the Thief was no better than a Wererat. The last thing Trent expected was to be left without an enemy.
The sight of Dreq running out of the trees to join Trent bought Martin another second. Trent waved the Dog back before beginning the chase. He threw a dart at Martin’s legs to hinder the man. His Throw Skill failed him, and the bone weapon vanished into the grass.
As Martin passed between two pillars, Trent’s steps faltered. Thick slabs of rock began to rise up from the ground between all the stone columns, threatening to hide Martin from view. Trent had to grab the edge of the stone slab when he reached it and, pulling himself up, he rolled across and dropped to the ground on the other side.
Martin’s back was to Trent as he landed; a single lunge and thrust were all it would take to finish him. Trent withheld the blow the Trial demanded. The inside of the stone circle was far bigger than it should be, much larger than it appeared from outside. The moon hung directly overhead and illuminated a space longer than the clearing, which held the monument, a space enclosed by towering stone walls.
“Looks like we die together, kid,” Martin’s shoulders shook as he laughed helplessly. “Why don't you go first?”
At the center of the circle, a bear with snow-white fur had reared up on its hind legs and roared, spraying foam and slobber into the air. On all fours, the creature had been fifteen feet at the shoulder and standing it rose to a height that made Trent feel like an ant. When its front paws fell back to the ground, the dirt rippled from the force.
Martin was tossed from his feet as the land bucked beneath him. Trent rode out the wave with Steady Footing, but the lurch in his stomach said the bear's Skill had nearly broken his own. His hand tightened around the hilt of his sword as he checked the notification in his Status.
You have chosen to enter the den of the Guardian. Defeat Greater Dire Bear, the Forest Monarch, to clear the Trial.
With the help of the Reme and his imbued wooden blades, Trent had managed to complete all the challenges the Trial had asked of him up to this point. After his encounter with the Shadow Wererat, it never once crossed his mind to go looking for the final Guardian.
And the Guardian was a Dire Bear, not a Were-Beast. Though Liquid Silver might burn the Forest Monarch, it would not poison or weaken the Bear. The imbued longsword in his hand was not capable of doing an extra 30 Damage against this Beast. Sorrow and Strife had a higher basic attack rating than the wooden sword. Not that Trent switched his weapon for the knives. He doubted they were long enough to do more than prick this Guardian.
Martin clambered to his feet and took off, putting as much distance as he could between himself, Trent, and the Bear. Trent, who had been about to offer to work with the Thief, swallowed his words. Martin was less dependable than a feathered Beast.
Or maybe the Thief did have his uses. The Forest Monarch’s eyes tracked the fleeing Ratkin, and with a roar, it began lumbering after him. It was impressively quick for such a large animal, covering the distance to Martin in seconds and swiping at him with a paw wider than the man’s chest.
What Martin lacked in attacking Skills he made up for with evasion. Assuming his Rat form, he scurried beneath the Bear’s strike and between its legs. He continued running and dodging as the Dire Bear stomped after him, rending the earth with its claws. Trent stood in relative safety, ignored for the moment as a lesser target. The Bear was the Trial’s Guardian, and the Moonlit Forest had taken issue with Martin’s betrayal of the Truce. The Forest wanted him dead.
Trent absently wondered if he would receive the Quest rewards if Martin was flattened by the Bear rather than cut down by his sword. Then he realized how little that mattered. The Forest Monarch might be concentrating on the Thief for a moment, but once Martin’s luck ran out, Trent would be next.
Trent raced after the Guardian and Ratkin. The ground rippled again as he lunged, spoiling his thrust, but with such a massive target, he couldn’t miss. His wooden blade sunk six inches into the Bear’s hide and then stopped. He tried to wrench it loose and was nearly pulled from his feet as the Bear surged forward after Martin. Trent let go of his sword hilt rather than get dragged along.
While Martin screamed and scurried, nipping at the Bear’s legs and avoiding its crushing paws, Trent calmly took three more Elwire swords from Storage. He tied two of them to his belt with a leather strip and took the third in a two-handed grip.
“Try to keep it in one place,” he hollered to Martin.
“Sallor take your eyes, you shi–"! Martin was sent rolling as he failed to dodge completely and was hit by the edge of the Bear’s paw. He lay stunned for a moment, then began to run again without bothering to complete his insult.
Not as dependable as the Reme, but if he kept the Bear occupied, Trent could put up with the Thief. Trent ran for the Dire Bear’s backside again and began slashing at the Beast’s leg. Slashes enhanced by Bloodletting scored the Bear’s skin while dashing Trent’s hopes of severing a limb. It felt like he was hacking at an Elwire with a spoon! It would take hours to whittle away the Forest Monarch’s Health this way!
It was difficult to concentrate his blows in one place the way Martin led the Beast around. Trent’s precision and footwork were put to the test as he tried to keep up. When the Bear reared again, he seized the opportunity to plunge a Thrust deep into a cut in the creature’s leg and twist, opening the gash as much as he could.
He managed this maneuver twice before the Bear came crashing back down, and this time Martin wasn’t the only one sent spinning by the Beast’s tremors. So close to the epicenter, Steady Footing broke and Trent was tossed to the ground. He lay stunned for a moment and then staggered back to his feet.
He lost another sword. Tearing a new one loose, Trent paused before resuming his attack. This wasn’t working, and new tactics were called for before Martin was crushed and Trent lost his bait. His hand touched the pouch holding the Liquid Silver, and an idea formed.
Watching to make sure Martin wasn’t leading the Forest Monarch in his direction, Trent dug out three Elwire darts and six bone darts, then took six bright yellow leaves from his Storage. He folded the leaves and stuck the darts of bone through them. Then, ever so carefully, he dripped Liquid Silver onto the bone darts without using Fire to imbue them.
Martin, catching sight of Trent calmly fiddling around, spit out a curse. Thinking the kid needed to be reminded that there was a time and a place for playing, the Thief altered his course. With the Bear chomping behind him, Martin ran directly at Trent, a manic grin splitting his face. He could die happy if Trent were eaten first!
His grin faded as he neared the boy, and instead of running, Trent lifted a hand. He held three needle-like darts fanned out in his fingers. Martin instinctively threw himself into a roll as Trent snapped his wrist and sent the darts flying. When Martin came to his feet and saw that Trent was still just standing there, he risked a look backward.
The Bear’s roaring was a constant sound, but that bellow had more urgency to it now. The Forest Monarch was shaking its head wildly from side to side, and blood trailed down from its tightly clenched eyelids. Martin skidded to a halt.
“Did you blind it?” The Thief shouted.
“Doubtful, but at least it’s holding still now!” Trent answered. Six more darts appeared in his hands, and he proceeded to send them towards the Bear. The first two bounced off the Monarch’s jowls. Then Trent found the pattern to his weaving. The following four stuck to the roof of the Bear’s mouth and the back of its throat.
The Beast’s jaws worked furiously, seeking to dislodge the irritants, and Trent almost cheered out loud when it swallowed. It was not time to celebrate yet. It remained to be seen just how effective poison from the leaves of Terah’s Mercy were. Trent wasn’t entirely sure the plant would harm the Beast given its bulk.
“No, not blind, just angrier!” Trent called to Martin as the Bear’s reddened eyes popped open, “You should start running again!”
Martin was infuriated by Trent’s words but had no chance to reply. The Monarch charged for him again, and Martin was forced to scurry for his life. Trent followed the pair to resume chipping away at the Beast.
He lost track of time, focused as he was on his task. Trent felt like he was caught up in an endless training drill that Sergeant Cullen had devised for him. Slash, Triple Slash, Flash Strike, used again and again, drained his SP faster than Endurance could restore it. When combined with Dash and Steady Footing that Trent needed to keep using to remain on his feet and in range, it was exactly the kind of torture that Cullen delighted in.
When the Bear stood on its hind legs, bellowing in agony, Trent’s mind was too clouded with exhaustion to realize what was happening. He continued his assault, grateful for the chance to stand still. He wasn’t halfway through the leg yet, not even a quarter. He was sure he would be allowed a break when he reached the halfway mark.
The Forest Monarch turned its attention to the Swordsman for the first time as it wobbled unsteadily. A lazy backhanded swipe crashed into the pest and introduced him to the stone wall ten feet away. A cracking sound brought a gleam to the Beast’s eyes as the Swordsman crumpled to the ground. Then the Bear collapsed, not even aware that it had swallowed its own death.
Trent’s left arm was broken in three places. He was sure of that; he had heard the individual cracks as they occurred. His head rang, and his body did not want to respond to his commands. He struggled to a sitting position, ignoring the various pains that plagued him. His right hand patted his torso as three blurry versions of Martin stalked towards him.
Blinking, Trent managed to focus his eyes as Martin reached down and picked up the sword Trent had dropped during his impromptu flight. The Thief shook his head as he regarded the boy from a dozen feet away.
“Don’t know how you did it, kid.” Martin’s chest still heaved from running, and he took a moment to get his breath under control. “But it’s no good winning if you end up like that. You are vulnerable again, and this time a little Fire won’t save you. Any last words?”
“Yes,” Trent said, lifting his right hand. He frowned, seeing the tremble in it and concentrated until he was certain his fingers were under his command. Then he let the arm drop.
He wanted to explain to Martin how useless it was talking with someone you planned to kill. The man was older than Trent; it was a lesson he should have already learned. Trent did not understand how the Kindred had survived so long jabbering away as he did. In the end, Trent left the words unspoken. It would be hypocritical and pointless to say anything.
Quest, Kill Martin Vane, completed.
Awarded
2000 Experience, you may collect further rewards, 2 pieces of Witching Hour Set, Unknown.
You have cleared the Trial, the Moonlit Forest. You have completed all objectives for a Perfect Clear. Awarded 5000 Experience. You may claim your reward.
Martin had collapsed, a bone dart through his left eye. As happy as Trent was to read his notifications, that dart made him scowl. He had been aiming for Martin’s right eye! It looked like his Throw Skill still needed some work. Had Martin been less exhausted or had invested more in Constitution, missing by an inch could have meant Trent’s death rather than the Rogue’s.
Between the corpses of Martin and the Forest Monarch, Trent caught sight of two chests glittering in the pale light. One gold chest, and one silver, containing the promised rewards earned. Trent snuffed the spark of interest those chests inspired and, cradling his left arm, leaned back against the cold stone wall.
Only he could open those boxes, and they would wait until he did so. For now, he was safe. None could enter here, and all his enemies were slain. Trent’s eyes slid shut as he gave himself over to the sleep, which was the true reward he had earned.




Chapter Seventeen

A yelp next to him caused Trent’s eyes to pop open, and he struggled to sit upright, jostling his broken arm. Beside him, Dreq leaped up and placed his paws against the fracture near his shoulder, trying to lick Trent’s face with his long tongue. Trent started to push the Dog away when a low growl stopped him.
“Rinse your gloves before you touch anything you care about, Hunter.” The voice was gruff and hoarse, matching the aged wolfish face that pushed itself before Trent. “A single leaf of Terah’s gift is enough to kill a Dire Bear. The residue transferred from your palms is what finished the blood traitor, as much as your toothpick.”
The man stood from a crouch and kicked Martin’s body away, “Wipe your hands against the grass, that should clean them, but do it thoroughly! The poison left will kill you and the pup if it comes in contact with your skin.”
Trent scrubbed his right glove against the grass and studied the man who could only be the Trial’s Keeper. Long scraggly white hair hung past the Keeper’s shoulders, and his bare torso was scarred front and back. He sniffed disdainfully at Martin’s body and bent to retrieve Trent’s sword. Wiping the hilt against the hide rags that covered his lower half, the Keeper tossed Trent’s blade beside the boy, almost hitting Dreq.
The pup growled, and the man responded with a predatory grin before telling Trent, “Both hands, Hunter! Scrub both hands well! Terah’s Mercy should not be underestimated! The goddess created a Basic Herb capable of killing Greater Beasts and Advanced Class holders. That potency has claimed the lives of many hunters who used it carelessly.”
The Keeper chuckled as Trent ignored him and took his water skin from his belt. Trent poured water over his left glove and used a piece of hide from Storage to wipe the moisture away from a hand that was unlikely to move on its own.
“Soil and grass are better cleansers, in this case, Hunter.” The Keeper knelt down to sniff at Trent’s palms. “But that will do.” Grabbing Trent’s shirt, the Keeper hoisted the boy to his feet. One bushy eyebrow raised when Trent did not protest the rough treatment with an agonized wail.
“You that tough? Or has the pain robbed you of your senses?”
Trent refrained from answering the Keeper’s question. His arm hurt, of course it did, but he had walked through a wall of fire. Broken bones were a mild bruise compared to having Fairy magic tearing at your soul. Trent’s Endurance and prior introductions to the intricacies of physical harm allowed him to ignore most of the complaints of his unresponsive limb for the moment.
“Is there a cure for broken bones in there?” Trent asked, nodding at the reward chests.
“No.” The Keeper slipped behind Trent and pushed him towards the Dire Bear’s corpse. “You should know the Trial Spirit’s quirks well enough to tell where your medicine lies. If there is medicine to be had.”
The Keeper waited to hear Trent’s aggrieved comments. The old Kindred hadn’t interacted with any besides the Spirit of the Trial for so long, and he was eager to play this game of instruction. When the boy bound his arm to his side with Dreq's satchel and drew his knife to Harvest the Beast, without a word, the Keeper was as impressed as he was disappointed.
He cleared his throat as Trent looked for the best place to begin cutting into a creature wider than he was tall. “The Quest rewards, Hunter,” the Keeper offered. “Check the silver chest first.”
Sheathing Sorrow, Trent knelt next to the silver box, the motion finally jarring his arm enough to draw a grunt from his lips. The Keeper’s smile faded as he watched the silent, injured boy open his reward with a single hand. The boy had more than earned the Keeper’s respect, and had it been within his power, the silver chest would have held the restorative that Trent desired.
Instead of a potion, however, Trent pulled out a white and black leather jerkin to match the trousers and boots he already wore. Underneath, a half shirt of grey chainmail that would attach to the jerkin and protect Trent’s shoulders and upper torso completed the Witching Hour set. Both were set aside, and Trent wrapped his fingers around the last item.
Mithril Harvesting Knife
Rare Item/Great Quality
Provides +5 bonus to Harvesting Skill
It was a tool and, regarding the purpose for which it had been made, it far exceeded anything Trent had on hand. It made cutting easier. It didn’t help with the one-handed climbing Trent had to do to skin the Bear. The Keeper met the expressionless look Trent tossed him from behind the featureless mask with a smirk. He omitted telling the boy that the knife was all the aid he was allowed to receive to see the Hunt meet its proper conclusion.
The Keeper sank cross-legged to the ground. When Dreq came close, dragging Trent’s forgotten blade by the hilt, the Keeper took the wooden sword from the pup’s jaws and settled the squirming Dog on his lap. Dreq was able to see the Keeper, connected as he was to Trent through Leadership, but he showed no signs of amazement or gratitude, snapping at the man’s fingers and whining to join Trent.
Trent, however, was grateful for the Wolfkin's actions. Standing waist-deep in entrails, separating all the useful bits of the Dire Bear was unpleasant enough without Dreq leaping in to swim in Bear guts. Normally, Trent would have skinned the Beast first, but the Bear’s mass and his broken arm made that impossible. The whole task would have been inconceivable if not for the Mithril Knife, allowing a hint of gratitude to slip into Trent’s feelings toward the Keeper.
Holding his breath as he stepped on intestines, Trent cut out and Stored the Core, heart, liver, and kidneys of the Dire Bear. Huge slabs of meat joined the organs, as Trent Appraised each bit and tossed the rest aside. Very little made it into the discard pile, and it was hours later, when he had finished disassembling the Bear’s skeleton, that Trent started cutting the hide into manageable squares.
When the last square entered Storage, the leftover bits disappeared. Or at least most of them did. The parts hanging from Trent’s clothing and the blood that soaked every inch of him remained. When he finally sheathed his new knife. Self-Clean leveled twice as Trent cast the Charm to banish the filth.
Seeing a single vial of Bone Restoration almost made the process worth it. It was only after he drank the potion and the breaks in his arm set and healed that Trent managed a whistle of appreciation for the two teeth that had appeared with the restorative. They were as long as his legs and twice as long as the Bear’s teeth that he had Harvested. Appraisal only revealed that they were weapons-crafting material. Trent gathered them up and grunted at their weight, wondering how high his Crafting Skill needed to be before he could do justice to these teeth.
Swinging his left arm to ease a shoulder throbbing from how stiff he’d been holding it, Trent turned to offer a short bow to the Keeper. The Keeper acknowledged the gesture by lowering his head gravely, and then released Dreq, who spoiled the moment by biting the man’s chin then running to hide behind Trent.
“You've added a fierce member to your pack, Hunter,” the Keeper said, rubbing his face where tiny teeth had left an impression.
“He'll be on his own soon.” Picking up the Witching Hour jerkin and Appraising it, Trent answered the Keeper over his shoulder.
Witching Hour Set
Advanced Items/Excellent Quality
Armor Rating +50 when wore together
Provides increased resistance to magic at night
Well-Fitted
Self-Repairing
“What awaits you outside, Hunter?” The Keeper asked softly, as Trent settled his new armor into place and worked out how the chainmail shoulder-guard attached to the leather. “Traditionally, the completion of the Moonlit Hunt is marked with celebration. Is there a feast prepared for you?”
“No one is waiting for me. From here,” Trent tightened a strap and pushed Dreq away as he swung his sword belt into place, “I need to supply myself and find a new sword. Other than–"
“You entered the Trial with the Truce Breaker,” the Keeper cut in. He rose to his feet and kicked at Martin’s body. “Is it this swine’s influence that leads you to discard a loyal companion?”
“I'm not discarding Dreq!” Trent denied. He looked at the puppy sitting at his feet. “I don’t know where I'm going from here, and he is very small.”
“So, watch out for him, until he is bigger! That is the meaning, the duty, of pack!” Swift steps carried the Keeper to stand before Trent. “If you have learned anything from this Trial, it should be that there is strength in numbers. You would have died if not for the Truce Breaker’s presence. Can one such as the cub be less useful than a blood traitor?”
“If you sever ties with the… with Dreq,” The Keeper continued, “he will have to face the Trial anew. The Dog has completed no conditions on his own, even his name was a gift from–”
The Keeper paused. There was no need for him to go on. Trent gripped Sorrow in one hand and held Dreq in the crook of his left arm, as if daring the Keeper to take the Dog from him.
“He'll die in here on his own; he comes with me,” Trent said resolutely. A heat filled him along with his decision, a heat that dimmed when a second warmth found his elbow. He looked down to see Dreq staring at him with ears perked up. The Dog had understood what was being said, knew that Trent had intended to leave him behind. The stream of urine that dripped from Trent’s arm showed Dreq was displeased.
“I can still leave you!” Trent hissed disgustedly, dropping the Dog and casting Self-Clean. Dreq scratched his ear, unimpressed with the threat.
Trent looked to the Keeper, willing the man to issue him another Quest. Dreq had attacked him, violating the Truce! Maybe it was not enough to justify death, but a kick wouldn’t kill the Dog, and teaching manners had to be the duty of pack as well! When no notification came, Trent spun on his heel and stamped to the unopened golden chest, hoping the contents would make up for the unruly pup.
Before he could open it, the Keeper called out to him, “A word of caution, Hunter! Few make it this far. Those that do sometimes find their reward burdensome.”
Trent held his itching fingers back long enough to ask, “How do you mean?”
“Titles are the most common reward of the Moonlit Forest. It is why the Beasts come here, but the Kin must defeat the Guardian in order to be recognized.” The Keeper stared up at the moon. “She approves of you. That may make things worse.”
“Why is that?” Trent touched the chest’s clasp; the slightest flip, and he would see his reward.
“I will say no more, it is not my place.”
The Keeper tried to convey all that the Trial’s Spirit kept him from speaking with the severity of his tone. It wasn’t enough. Moonlight beamed into the chest and was broken as Trent leaned over to peer inside. A single object lay in the container. Before Trent could reach for it, a notification flooded his sight.
Let all the world know and acknowledge that the challenger, Trent Embra, now bares the Title ‘Shadow Hunter!’
The object in the chest was a crystal containing 5 Free Attribute Points. It melted away as Trent touched it, leaving his hand as empty as he felt reading his new title.
“What does Shadow Hunter mean?” Trent asked the Keeper. He searched his Status trying to find a new Skill or Ability. There was nothing, and as far as he could tell, the title did not affect anything.
“That’s not a title given out often,” The Keeper mused, a satisfied smile playing about his lips. “You've earned it, though. And I expect you’ll discover what obligations and benefits it brings without my telling you.”
The golden chest disappeared, leaving a portal behind. It shimmered and further illuminated the stone walls of the circle. Trent’s question remained unanswered.
“Come on, Dreq, we should leave,” Trent huffed. Dreq darted away from the portal and pounced on the sword Trent had left in the grass. His tail beat the air as he demonstrated how useful he could be, and his eyes were only a little reproachful as Trent collected his blade.
“I get it; you’re smart.” Trent Stored the blade, and walked back towards the portal. “I'm sorry I said you were small. Even though you are, and you steal my XP, eat my loot, piss on my–"
“Hunter Trent!” The Keeper’s voice was sharp as he howled at Trent. “A moment!”
Trent was tempted to ignore the man just like the Keeper had ignored his questions, but curiosity held him in place. He looked to see the Keeper standing where Martin’s body had been. The corpse was missing, and in its place, a patch of darkness coalesced into a sphere. Beside the sphere was a copper disc with a hole through the center.
“Take this… thing... with you,” The Keeper tried to speak evenly, a catch of anger and disgust spoiled his attempt.
Trent shared a look with Dreq and moved to crouch before the sphere. Dreq sniffed at the ball, sneezed, and then began chomping at the grass, trying to remove a foul taste from his mouth. Trent wanted to join the Dog. Just looking at the sphere made his skin crawl and filled him with the urge to spit.
His fingers reached out, and the Keeper perked up, thinking Trent was reaching for the dark ball. It was the copper disc that Trent picked up to examine more closely. Except for the copper it was made of and the hole at its center, it resembled Trent’s Guild Token. Trent turned it over and thought of tossing it aside. Deciding it might have some use, Trent tucked the Token away in the pouch he had designated for interesting but worthless items. Pleased to have started a new collection of belt pouch knickknacks, Trent returned to studying the sphere.
“What do you think it is?” Trent muttered out of the corner of his mouth to Dreq. The pup backed away, whining. “You’re right, we shouldn’t have anything to do with it.”
“Hunter.” The Keeper stepped in front of Trent to stop him from leaving. His voice turned sly. “Shadow Hunter, can you really walk away from your responsibility?”
Trent lifted his mask and pushed at his cowl. There was something inside of him that said the sphere needed to be dealt with. He scratched his head, and looked from the Keeper, to the moon, to Dreq, and back to the sphere.
“Not my responsibility, not here.” Standing up, Trent’s shoulder brushed the Keeper's as he stepped past with Dreq happily dancing around his feet. The Keeper’s hand latched on to his arm, pulling him to a halt.
When violet eyes turned his way, the Keeper found himself unable to speak. Trent was right; he had no obligation to help. The Trial was the Keeper’s to protect. Seeing the way Dreq’s hackles raised and Trent’s hand closed over the pommel of his knife, he realized the two had no intention of aiding him.
The Keeper started to release Trent’s arm, and then the location of the sphere came to him. The Guardian’s den. The sphere was a Trace of divinity, something that could not remain. Its presence could corrupt the Trial itself, starting with the Guardian. Judging from Dreq’s reaction to the Trace, the Keeper would be unable to convince a Beast to carry it for him, and few came to the center of the Trial anyway. That left Trent.
“A Quest,” the Keeper whispered hoarsely, desperately. “A Quest to remove–"
“I've cleared the Trial. Can you still offer me Quests?” Trent’s head tilted to the side, and Dreq mimicked him, allowing his tongue to flop out of his mouth for emphasis. The Keeper’s eyes drifted skyward as he consulted with the Trial’s Spirit.
“I cannot offer a Quest,” he said, his mouth dry, “but I can give you a reward.”
“How is that different from offering a Quest?” Trent pulled his arm free and tugged his cowl up. He wanted to be gone from this place.
“No Experience,” came the explanation, “a physical reward only. One that will appeal to you, I swear it!”
Hidden behind his mask, Trent bit his lip. Desperation shone from the Keeper’s eyes, begging him to help and tugging at Trent’s conscience. “What is that thing anyway? Will it harm me?”
“No!” The word exploded from the Keeper’s mouth. “No! It isn’t safe, and you shouldn’t leave it near anything you care about, but it will not hurt you!”
A beam of moonlight, brighter than all else, stabbed into the Keeper’s face. Wincing, he added, “However, you should be rid of it as you soon as you are able. And even in Storage, there are those that might sense it.” The Keeper was reluctant to say anything that might convince Trent to walk away but pushed out a warning, nonetheless.
“Not safe in Storage.” Trent took a step back, a refusal on his tongue when a thought occurred to him. “Would it be safe in a Trial chest?”
The Keeper snorted. “No, not unless the chest was separated from the Trial. Otherwise it would corrupt the Spirit even faster. A reward chest is–"
A golden chest thudded onto the ground, and Dreq sniffed at it as the Keeper’s eyes threatened to bulge out of his head.
“What about this one?” Trent asked, pushing the inquisitive pup away from the box. Dreq tried to slip by Trent’s hand to investigate closer and was snatched up. He adjusted his legs over Trent’s arm, but before a stream of indignation could be released, a hand tightening around his windpipe convinced Dreq to hold his bladder for a later argument.
“How do you have this? It shouldn’t be possible,” the Keeper muttered. Unlike Dreq, the Keeper stepped back, uneasy to see a piece of another Trial sitting in his own.
“Will it keep the… what is it that I'd be carrying?”
“It is separated. It will work!” The Keeper sidestepped Trent’s question and hurriedly pushed him towards the sphere. “Put it in the box and get the chest back into your Storage. Quickly! Neither of these things should be here.”
Trent found himself pushing the sphere into the chest and closing it without argument. Dreq took the opportunity to peek inside the lid while he could, and his ears perked up at seeing the books the chest contained.
Trent started to Store the container away and then paused, causing the Keeper to shout, “What are you waiting for?”
“My reward.” Trent had learned. There were times when Beasts could be trusted, and men could not. He knew the Keeper and the Trial were bound by rules of their own but had no idea what those rules were. He was prepared to dump open the chest and leave the Keeper with both the sphere and box at the first sign of a blood-red jewel.
“Here, take them and go!” The Keeper pushed two small white crystals at him, and Trent’s eyes lit up. Those Crystals he recognized as holding Skill and Attribute Points, and he accepted them readily.
He stored the chest away and with a guilty voice said, “I didn’t mean to–"
“There is no need to explain, Trent Embra.” The Keeper's hand settled on Trent’s shoulder, relief plain in his voice. “A Hunter must be wary of traps, both those set by others, and the ones he lays himself. Now, go!”
Trent was flung backward through the portal by a clawed hand. Outside the Trial, he lay sprawled and dazed on the ground. Before the portal closed, the Keeper had offered one last piece of advice. “Strength in numbers, Hunter. The Trials are drawn to you, and others will come for the Trace. Prepare!”




Chapter Eighteen

“Prepare for what?” Trent shouted back, sitting up. “What’s a Trace?”
Dreq wriggled out of his arms and barked at the closing portal. When the shimmering doorway vanished, he kicked up dirt with his hind legs and turned to Trent to receive the praise he had earned for chasing off the insufferable glowing gateway.
“What’s a Trace?” Trent repeated to the Dog, receiving a bewildered sigh in response. “Right, how should you know.”
Picking himself up, Trent checked his weapons belt to make sure nothing had come loose and looked around. He was back where he had been before entering the Trial, on an animal track a few miles from Bellrise. The sun was high in the sky, and there was a distinctive chill in the air. Not as bad as in the Moonlit Forest, but Trent expected that night would bring frost with it.
“He said not to leave it near anything I care about. Probably better not abandon the thing here,” Trent muttered. Dreq disagreed and began digging a hole in the trail. Once it was deep enough to contain the sphere, he bounced in place, urging Trent to be rid of his burden.
“No, we’ll keep it for now. We'll take it deeper into the Wilds before we bury it.” Trent clutched his hands around the Crystals he had received as payment and absorbed them. “5 Free Attribute Points and 5 Skill Points. Not a bad haul.”
Trent said the words and tried to convince himself but with the urgency the Keeper had used to throw him from the Trial, he wondered if they were true. “Let’s head to Bellrise. We need to restock for a trip into the Wilds.”
Dreq stretched up to place his paw against Trent’s knee, begging to be picked up. Trent nudged him away. “I can’t carry you all the time! You have to get stronger on your own.”
Dreq yawned and his tail swished.
“You have access to your Status now. What Level are you?” Trent muttered to himself, checking Dreq’s particulars through Leadership’s link.
	Name: Dreq

	Age: 9 weeks

	Animal: Dog


	Level: 8

	Health: 30

	Stamina: 30


	Mana: 50

	Strength: 3

	Intelligence: 5




“How are you alive?” Trent asked the Dog, exasperated. He had never seen a Status so empty. Dreq should have been killed just falling down too hard in the Moonlit Forest! Dreq laid flat, covering his nose with his paws and whimpering.
Trent felt ashamed of himself. Squatting down, he scratched the top of Dreq’s head. “I'm sorry, it’s not your fault. You’re young. Do you have Attribute Points to spend?”
Dreq sat up, panting, and leaned into Trent’s hand. “You must have a few, you've stolen enough of my XP. Spend them and we’ll be going.”
Dreq’s hackles raised and he shook his whole body.
“You won’t spend them?” Trent interpreted the Dog’s actions. “Why not?”
Dreq scratched at the dirt, leaving a broken line, then pounced in a half circle.
“Your Status isn’t complete, and you want to–” At first Trent was engrossed in the Dog’s explanation. Taking a closer look at the rough line, he saw nothing there to show him what Dreq was trying to convey. He was just filling in details to make sense of nonsense on his own.
“Well if you can’t or won’t add your Attribute Points, you'll build your Strength walking!” Trent straightened up. “Its not fun, but it works. Believe me, I know. Let’s get going.” Dreq didn’t follow when Trent stepped away, and before Trent went very far, he heard a yip behind him. A yip that nearly sounded like a word. Turning back, Trent saw Dreq yawning again.
The Dog growled, and then barked, “Carry!”
Trent’s hands went to his hips. “I'm not… you can talk!”
He checked Dreq’s Status again. The Dog’s Intelligence had risen to 8. “You will spend 
Points to beg a ride but not on Strength!”
“Carrrry,” Dreq howled in his deepest puppy voice, his eyes wide and plaintive. Trent was unimpressed. Dreq’s ears drooped as Trent’s lips hardened into a tight smile.
“I will carry you,” Trent said sweetly, “after your SP is depleted from training. I saw an exercise I think will help you. I'm not sure what it’s called, but we can do it together. You chase me. If you manage to catch up and touch my leg, I’ll chase you."
“Carry?” Dreq repeated, tilting his head.
“Not convinced? Fine, I'll start, but if you refuse to train, you walk the whole way yourself! Run!”
Dreq still didn’t move, which was a mistake. Trent followed his words with action. Darting forward, he swiped at Dreq, sending the puppy rolling into the brush. When the Dog came out again, with teeth bared, Trent shouted for Dreq to catch him and took off at a jog.
He kept the pace to one Dreq could match without catching up, and the Dog’s furious barking told Trent that Dreq knew he was being teased. Trent stumbled to give the pup hope, then rolled and burst away, increasing his lead. Looking back over his shoulder to grin at the animal, Trent was startled to find the trail empty.
When Dreq appeared a second later in a dark flash, his teeth clamping onto Trent’s hand, Trent almost flung him away. Dreq growled victoriously, then whined and dropped to the ground, his Stamina and Mana depleted using the Skill he had gotten from the Shadow Wererat.
“That’s cheating!” Trent expelled the word, but the grin on his face said he was satisfied with the results.
“If you want to use Skills, we will!” He reached down and pinched the exhausted Dog’s ear, “Mine don’t wear me out like that though, so I don’t think you'll like the change in rules. You’re still the chaser."
After Dreq recovered from his stunt, which he did faster than Trent expected, the training resumed. The pair left the trail and zigzagged through the trees. Trent used Acrobatics and Enhanced Jump, avoiding bushes and stumps by running along fallen timbers. Dreq was forced to plow through or run beside him, only getting his revenge by using the paralyzing Skill, Howl, which caught Trent and made the boy stumble.
Howl left Dreq with plenty of energy, and he managed to escape for a full five seconds before Trent tapped him as the boy sailed pass the pup with a one-handed flip. Dreq clambered after Trent, doggedly, as he resumed his role as chaser.
There were few Beasts this close to Bellrise; low-leveled Adventurers from the local Academy saw to that. Those predators that were drawn to the sound of barking and laughing were scared off by a single hard look from Trent. Violet
eyes found them no matter how they concealed themselves.
Trent had no desire to kill the Beasts who were much weaker than he was. That changed when an enraged Striped Fox attacked him while Dreq’s SP was recovering from a long period of running. A bone dart snuffed the life from the Level 3 creature before it got within ten feet. Harvesting the Beast, Trent discovered that eating fresh meat restored Dreq’s Stamina much quicker than resting. After that, nearby Beasts sacrificed themselves for Dreq’s training every time the pup’s energy started to flag.
The duo did not make it to Bellrise that day. They were several miles further from the town when Trent called a halt and made camp near a small waterfall. The day had been productive, increasing Trent’s supply of Beast Cores and pelts, along with his Throw Skill and Prepare Hides Charm.
And Dreq unlocked the Attribute, Agility, in his Status. Trent had discovered that when the use of Howl along with a sudden increase in the Dog’s speed, caused the two to reverse roles, briefly. Trent pondered what other Attributes the Dog might have while Dreq gnawed at the horn of the Horned Hare Trent was attempting to roast for dinner.
Dreq lacked Constitution, but he did have HP, so Trent wasn’t sure if animals needed that Attribute or if it was something they gained when they became Beasts. But then, wasn’t Dreq a Beast already? He could speak, even though his vocabulary was currently limited to carry, meat, and Trent. Animals were not supposed to speak. That was something only high-leveled Beasts could do, not Level 8 Dogs.
Dreq turned up his nose when Trent offered him a piece of charred Hare and settled into Trent’s lap to sleep. Trent almost tossed the meat aside, too, when he bit into it. He really needed to learn to cook at some point. If cooking were a Skill, he would need to buy it the first chance he had.
There was still so much both he and Dreq needed to learn, and no one Trent could ask for help. Bellrise would have answers and supplies, and, while Trent wasn’t anxious to return to the town where he had met Martin Vane, he knew he needed to. Tomorrow.
Considering different ways to train Dreq and going over all the things he would need to buy in Bellrise, Trent drifted to sleep, leaning against a tree. The water of the creek played a lullaby for the worn-out pair of Adventurers. A breeze teased Trent’s hair, causing it to drape across his face. In the fading light of the day, the sleeping boy looked his age, an age few would believe he carried, seeing the warrior’s build his body had taken on.
**********
Dreq woke with a yawn a few hours later. He stood and stretched languidly before looking around. A quarter moon hung in the sky, much smaller than the one that had lit the Trial. Pale moonlight barely made it to the ground as it filtered through tree branches. The nearby creek babbled happily, accompanied by the croaks of frogs and the chirping of insects.
Dreq was hungry. It was hunger that woke him and hunger that led him to contemplate just how upset Trent would be if he nipped his chin to beg for a meal. The steady rise and fall of Trent’s chest convinced him to let the boy sleep. It was the most peaceful Dreq had ever seen Trent.
His tail wagged as he stared into the boy’s face. Trent was good. He played a little rough, and he spoke harshly on occasion, but Dreq did not mind that. He had been pushed into the Hunter’s Trial and commanded to find something good, and he had. He had found Trent.
Most of Dreq’s memories were of his father’s voice. Before his eyes opened, before he could walk or eat solid food, Dreq had listened to his father speak of the Infinite World. While he tumbled with his siblings, he had learned of Statuses and Trials. A lot of what he heard went over his head, but some had stuck.
The last thing he remembered hearing before being shoved into the Hunter’s Trial was that something good waited for him inside. It was a fuzzy memory for Dreq. His mind hadn’t become sharp until after Trent gave him a name. Still, the recollection was there. Looking for that good thing was what had kept him moving in the Trial when all he really wanted to do was curl up and whimper.
He would have died in the Trial had he not found Trent. Though his father had cast a Spell that would nullify most of the damage he took, that blessing couldn’t last forever. It had completely worn off by the time his body was crushed beneath the claws of a Trial Beast.
He was unprotected now, and that was alright. He had Trent to rely on! And Trent was strong! Much stronger than he should be, given how young he smelled. The boy couldn’t be much older than he was. It was puzzling, but solving the riddle was easy enough for one of Dreq’s kind.
He and Trent were still in a party together, bound by Trent’s Leadership Skill. Feeling for the connection that linked him to Trent, Dreq followed it back to the boy’s center. The invisible line stretched from Dreq’s chest and ended at Trent, and what he found nearly caused Dreq to forget what he was about.
There was a pit in Trent’s soul! Dreq snarled, seeing the jagged hole where a piece of the boy had been gouged out! It smelled of malignant intent and deep, old, power. In a way, it reminded Dreq of his father, but without the conscience that kept the old Beast in check.
Dreq knew that this wound was what caused Trent to keep him at arm’s length. Dreq smoothed out the edges of the hole with his Mana, mentally licking at it like he would a bleeding cut. For good measure, he wrapped a bit of Mana around the link he shared with Trent to prevent the boy from severing it. It would take time to heal this wound, and Dreq did not want to risk being left behind like Trent had threatened to do.
When his Mana ran low, Dreq returned to his original purpose. He dug around in Trent’s psyche until he found what he was looking for, Trent’s Status. What he read caused Dreq’s mind to go blank for a moment. His father had told him what to expect when confronting those that called themselves Awakened, and Trent crushed all his expectations.
Dreq could only compare Trent to his father’s lessons and the Thief, Martin Vane. Dreq had only gotten a few glimpses and the slightest sniff of the Truce Breaker after receiving his name, but except for a darkness that hung about the Thief, Martin had been normal enough.
Without a link to the man, Dreq had surmised that Martin had a smattering of Skills and that his highest Attribute was Agility. In all ways besides Agility, Trent made Martin look like a newborn pup, still suckling at his mother’s teat. A little more digging told Dreq why that was.
Skills! An Awakened of Trent’s level should have at most five or six Skills, and according to Dreq’s father, those Skills wouldn’t be too developed. Trent had far more Skills than he should, and leveling them had provided him with Attributes that mocked Martin at his higher Level.
Dreq’s tail began to wag faster. He had found something good, indeed! His Mana had recovered, and Dreq used it to solidify the link he shared with Trent. Like all his kind, once Dreq latched on to a treasure, it would take a miracle to pry loose his jaws!
Having found the answers he was seeking, Dreq would have left Trent’s secrets alone if his nose hadn’t caught a scent that his stomach begged him to pay attention to. Dreq opened Trent’s Storage before his mind could catch up with his instincts. Drool leaked from his muzzle at the contents that appeared before him.
All of Trent’s spoils from the Trial were there for the taking. Most importantly was the Dire Bear meat, fresh and still warm, more than Dreq could eat in a year! Trent wouldn’t mind if Dreq took a few mouthfuls! And that Core held a Skill that Dreq could use. That should probably come out as well.
His better sense, and the thought of Trent cursing him for a thief while kicking at him, stopped Dreq’s greed. Not only would Trent notice that his treasures were missing, Dreq was almost certain Trent would dissolve the party the moment he knew his Storage was vulnerable. Reluctantly, Dreq retreated back into his own mind.
He knew he couldn’t take things without Trent’s permission. Unless Dreq woke him, he would have to find his own meal. Not a problem. Dreq was a named Beast, and these woods were his pantry and playground!
Hopping down from Trent’s lap, Dreq began his hunt. Soon, he had discovered his first victim. A frog, fat and complacent, sat obliviously croaking at the edge of the creek. It would never see its doom approaching. Dreq padded forward with hackles raised, hoping the frog would put up a fearsome battle before inevitably succumbing.
The frog leaped into the creek as Dreq pounced. One vanished into the flowing water, and the other splashed himself when his front paws slapped down. Mud splattered up Dreq’s legs and his jaws snapped shut on air, his first solo hunt ending in failure.
He had been too slow! As he backed out of the water, shaking himself dry, Dreq considered adding a few Attribute Points to Agility and Strength. However, he shook that idea away with the liquid droplets. His Status wasn’t entirely unlocked yet, and he had already wasted 3 Attribute Points gaining the Intelligence to express himself in a way Trent couldn’t ignore.
And that had been a wasted effort. Trent had understood him well enough before, though the boy had denied it. The dubious ability to speak the common tongue had only given Trent the chance to turn down Dreq’s reasonable request for a ride.
Dreq threw a short quiet bark at the cowardly frog while scanning for a less alert snack. The creek bank was empty, and no tasty treat presented itself. Lifting his nose, Dreq tested the air. Nothing. The Forest which had seemed so alive during the day was empty at night.
At least, the vicinity nearby was empty. Dreq looked towards the source of his problems: Trent. Dreq could feel the presence of a Permanent Trial nearby, which meant this area would only contain low-leveled animals and Beasts, creatures which could sense from a distance the threat posed by a slumbering Trent. They could smell his new Title and hear the call of the Hunter’s Trial that lingered about him. There were some that might attack out of fear when Trent drew too close, but given the chance, the Forest’s inhabitants would steer clear.
This meant Dreq would need to venture into the night to find a snack. Slinking into the brush, Dreq set his nose and ears to work. His eyes weren’t much use in the thick vegetation, and he could barely see more than a few feet ahead in the dark. Dreq didn’t let that stop him. Creeping along on his belly, Dreq searched.
The Spiked Wood Rat wasn’t exactly the prey he was seeking. Two feet long, with a row of long, sharp tines bristling from its spine and tail, the Beast was a scavenger, not the mighty opponent Dreq hoped to find. Still, he had never eaten one before, and as a nocturnal animal, its Core might hold the Night Sight Ability. Dreq steeled himself for the attack.
Dreq’s small stature and light weight allowed him to approach silently, but the pup was hardly a stealthy hunter. His back rubbed against leaves and branches as he rushed forward with jaws snapping. The Wood Rat heard him coming before Dreq could issue the challenging bray that gathered in his throat.
His eyes went wide as the Spiked Rat lifted its tail and flung barbed projectiles towards the unsuspecting animal. One of the barbed tines lunged into Dreq’s hindquarters as he tried to dodge, drawing a yelp along with blood, and knocking the pup from his feet.
Special Action Performed, Constitution +1.
The notification that unlocked a portion of his Status would have been welcome under other circumstances, but Dreq dreaded to see it now. Without Constitution, his Strength had determined his Health and Stamina, and now with the new Attribute, instead of growing, both his HP and SP were cut by two-thirds. His Health dropped to 8 out of 10, and a wave of pain and exhaustion swept through him.
Without Stamina to support the use of his Paralyzing Howl, Dreq was left with one option. He tucked his tail between his legs, ignored the burning sensation in his haunches, and ran. The hissing of the Spiked Rat prompted him to greater speeds as the agitated rodent pursued him.
His nose was clouded by the smell of blood and the odor of the Rat, but Dreq could still make out Trent’s scent. Yelping as loud as he could, the cub ran in his protector’s direction. It seemed he would need to wake Trent after all. He should have just taken the bear meat in the first place.
Running blindly, Dreq was poked and prodded by branches, and his Stamina drained rapidly. He wasn’t going to make it! Trent was too far away. Would the boy know to burn his body and scatter his ashes? Would he miss Dreq’s company? Would there even be a body to take care of, or would Dreq end his short life in the belly of a creature that was hardly more than an animal?
Dreq felt another spike ripple the air, narrowly missing his ear. The Rat was growing tired of the chase. Only, had that spike been going the wrong direction? There was a thud behind him and the sound of a body tumbling backward. Risking a look over his shoulder caused Dreq to stumble, and he collapsed.
Panting in fear, the pup squeezed his eyes shut and waited for the end. He did not have the energy to run any further, and he did not have the Strength to fight. Nor did he have the need, apparently.
A hand gripped the fur of his neck and lifted Dreq from the ground. Opening his eyes, Dreq found himself looking at Trent. Violet eyes were half-open, and Trent barely seemed aware of his actions, as he plucked the spike from Dreq’s rear and cast Balm to heal the minor hurt. Tucking the Dog in the crook of his arm, Trent retrieved the body of the Spiked Wood Rat, and Dreq saw one of Trent’s darts protruding from between the Beast’s eyes.
Justice! The miserable creature suffered the exact fate it had intended for the pup, and Dreq howled in victory, his tail thudding against Trent’s side. Even being dropped to the ground when Trent returned to his rest spot couldn’t dampen Dreq’s mood. His first real hunt had been a success!
Trent reclaimed his dart, and Dreq watched in amazement as a mithril knife Harvested the hide and Core of the Rat. Trent never fully woke as he went about his task. When he finished, he tossed the remains into the bushes and settled back against the tree, his chin dropping to his chest.
Dreq pulled the wasted meat back out of the brush and settled in for his snack, his eyes glowing as he chomped and pulled on Rat entrails. Trent had fallen asleep without checking his Status, leaving Dreq to do it for him. Trent had leveled his Throwing Skill, gained a point in Dexterity, and learned Clever Hands, all with half-closed eyes.
Dreq chewed and chortled delightedly. His own growth was disappointing, but with Trent looking out for him, it did not matter. Trent was something good, and that was enough.
Finishing the Rat, Dreq chewed on a patch of grass. The scavenger had been a sour meal and left a bitter taste in his mouth. Pallet cleansed, Dreq climbed into Trent’s lap and turned around twice before settling in. Trent’s hand fell across his back, and Dreq drifted to sleep, affectionately chewing on a gloved finger.




Chapter Nineteen

Lewis Al’dross studied his reflection in the mirror. He tugged at the ceremonial sash hanging from his shoulder and frowned when his wife, Vanessa, slapped his hand away from it. She had put a great deal of effort into getting his hair and ceremonial uniform in place. She wouldn’t have Lewis playing with it.
Lewis should never have given in when Vanessa insisted on assisting him in preparing for the day’s events. He should have had servants arrange his clothing and hair. A valet might offer a reproachful look when Lewis pulled the sash out of line, but he would never dare strike him. That was a privilege reserved for wives.
The lack of servants was due to the presence of the three men standing behind him, watching with varying expressions on their faces. Helmand, his personal adjutant, kept his mouth firmly closed and his eyes respectfully lowered. Taylor Craw watched with open amusement, occasionally offering suggestions to Vanessa, none of which Lewis appreciated.
The last man, Ranar Wygon, drummed his fingers on his sword hilt, his face composed, though Lewis didn’t miss the twinkle that danced in the man’s silver eyes. He could see that gleam clearly reflected in the mirror.
“How long has the boy been out of the Trial, Elder Wygon?” Lewis grunted as Vanessa tightened his sword belt another notch, more concerned with his image than she was his comfort.
“Not long, Your Grace.” Ranar flicked a finger against his pommel. “I sensed him late last night. He hasn’t moved much since then.”
Lewis snatched Vanessa's hand away from his chest, stopping her from smoothing his sash. He brought the tips of her fingers to his lips, and then kept a firm hold of them as he took a step away from the mirror. “And your men say he hasn’t enrolled in the Academy or entered the Bellrise Trial, Taylor?”
“No one who reports to me has caught a glimpse of him in Bellrise,” Taylor responded seriously. “He must have been in a Wandering Trial.”
“Had I known he was so important, I would have found a way to bring him back with me when I met him on the road,” Vanessa said, pulling a hand free to adjust the way Lewis’s sash hung from his shoulder. “Perhaps, next time you should include life-altering events in your messages to me.”
“Perhaps the next time you are a week from home, you will inform me rather than subverting my men in order to surprise me.” Lewis squeezed on the fingers he still held. “Although, I would rather Trent roam free than come to the attention of your nephew, or Colonel Bromden.
“Will you go and collect him, Elder Wygon?” Rather than rehashing the playful argument he had had with Vanessa several times, Lewis turned back to matters at hand.
Ranar ceased his drumming and rubbed his chin. “I think not. It would be best to let Trent Embra roam free, as you say. Let him come back of his own accord. The violet-eyed can be pigheaded when they think they are being forced.”
“Is that wise?” Taylor shot the Al’rashian a look through narrowed eyes, “He could board a boat and be a hundred miles away before we know it. Other nobles and the king’s men won’t hesitate to put a leash on him once they see his potential.”
“They would regret that,” Ranar said shortly, refusing to elaborate.
Lewis repressed a sigh at the Elder's words. Ranar was a Paragon, an Awakened who had reached Levels over 1000. The Duke understood why the man refused to interfere or do more than advise. He could accept that, but would it kill Ranar to explain his statements? From what he had said in the past, Trent was the reason Ranar was here in the first place.
“Cullen won’t like that we've kept all this from him,” Taylor added, drawing attention to the Sergeant’s conspicuous absence from this meeting.
“If we tell Cullen, he will be halfway to Bellrise before we finish telling him why he shouldn’t go.” Lewis let go of Vanessa’s hand. Crossing the room to his desk, he began rummaging through it. “I need him here as long as we have Immortal company. Have you had any word on why they are still here?”
“To keep Seth out of trouble,” Vanessa said dryly. “An Al’verren only leaves the capital seeking power. My brother is wise not to let him out of his sight.”
“Does the fool really think he can snatch my territory out from under me?” Lewis grumbled, removing a handful of papers from a desk drawer to reveal the bottle beneath it. “Helmand, fetch me some glasses, please.”
“He was raised to believe in his superiority.” Vanessa settled into a free chair while Helmand hurried to find cups for his lord. “Seth won’t believe he can fail no matter how many times Cullen throws his lackeys into the cells. Al'verrens are all raised that way, yet only the heir is allowed any authority. You have your ancestors to blame. They were the ones who forced a semblance of Al’rashian rules of succession on the kingdom.”
Helmand returned with four glasses and set them on the desk. He poured the wine and served it. Lewis pushed his own glass into the adjutant's hands and picked up the bottle for himself. “Drink, Helmand. We have a long day ahead of us. You will need bolstering as much as I do.”
“Speaking of which, Your Grace,” Helmand said, sipping at his wine politely before setting it aside, “we should be leaving shortly. Everything should be prepared by now.”
Lewis took a long pull from the bottle and then a second as he thought of what awaited him in the Great Hall. Many perks came with standing atop the local hierarchy. Unfortunately, those perks came along with responsibility. He would have to make a speech today. People would expect it.
He had no choice. Today he was appointing three mayors and conferring the rank of Minor Nobility on a Knight in his service. That meant ceremony. If it were up to Lewis, he would meet with the four in private and toast them before sending them off to build three towns and a fortress on the banks of the Burning Lake.
He blamed Cullen. The Sergeant had brought word that the mysterious lake was actually a Trial and dumped the information in Lewis’s lap. Lewis had not wanted to believe it at first. The lake had been studied by generations of Mages. It was inconceivable that no one had commissioned a Diviner to examine the body of water.
Lewis shuddered to think of a Trial of Perseverance, sitting on the border, unguarded and unchallenged for centuries. Not only was it an untapped resource, officially it was outside of the area the Al’dross family controlled. According to kingdom law, any man could have claimed it and received a title from the king to establish his own territory a stone’s throw from Lewis’s land.
Pushing out his borders and building four new settlements was a minor headache compared to the thought of a man like Seth Al’verren living in his backyard. Seth missing out on the opportunity was enough to soothe Lewis somewhat. While the man who wanted to style himself a prince was scheming to seize Lewis’s lands, a perfect chance to create his own legacy had passed him by.
Normally, a man establishing a new fiefdom would need his own troops to control it. After planting his own flag, Seth could have depended on his father’s name and Al'dross soldiers while he slowly built his authority. He could have sat back and sneered as Guardsmen from Al’drossford beat back Bandits and Beasts for him. It wasn’t like Lewis could allow raiding to happen so close to his territory.
Lewis took another fortifying drink and set the bottle down. “Let’s get on with it then. Do you think Seth will attend? I hope so. Watching his face crumble when he realizes what he has missed out on will be the best part of this day.”
**********
“You still haven’t managed to find out what this farce is about?” Seth Al’verren stomped up the stairs to the Great Hall of the Al’drossford Keep. The aching in his calves did nothing to ease his building temper. “Who puts a hall at the top of a fortress? Must the Al'dross do everything unconventionally?”
“There are rumors that the Duke is planning to build new towns on his border and is making appointments to run them,” Avery said in a low voice. “Why he is doing so, no one will say.”
Seth stopped to catch his breath, placing a hand against the wall to brace himself. “Duke! Al'dross is a Baron, however he likes to call himself, and when I'm through with him, he’ll be lucky to keep his head!”
Behind Seth, safely out of sight, Avery rolled his eyes. He had never found Seth to be an impressive man. That was why Avery served him. Seth was a stepping-stone. Had he been worth serving, Avery would have stayed far away.
To hear a man like Seth threaten Lewis Al’dross was absurd. Weeks attempting to tease out information and build a network for himself in Al’drossford had convinced Avery that he wanted no part of a conflict with the Duke or the men who were sworn to him.  Not that he told Seth any of that.
He plied his employer with tales of progress. He had even managed to keep Eliora’s absence from her brother. That had stumped Avery. The girl had acted too quickly on her plans, and he hadn’t been able to find anyone to follow her. She had disappeared from the Keep and the city as if she had never been there. Avery could hardly credit it.
Panting, with Avery close behind, Seth continued up the staircase until it spilled out before a grand set of open doors. Local people of importance mingled in the entryway to the hall and made small talk as they filtered into the room. Merchants and minor Nobles dressed in the finest clothing, speaking in quiet voices, all pleased to be invited to the day’s event.
Seth kept the sneer in his heart from his face as he dabbed sweat from his forehead with a handkerchief. He tossed the cloth over his shoulder for Avery to dispose of and straightened his doublet. He pasted a subdued smile on his lips and drifted into the crowd, nodding at greetings while looking down at those that offered them.
Who were these local peasants to speak to him? He was the son of a king. He had no equals in this room. People made way with bows as he swept to the front. Seth may not have wanted to attend this affair, but he would not stand at the back. He was here to be seen and to study his enemy. Someday, the clods gathered here would bend a knee when he passed. It was only a matter of time.
Seth’s guise slipped as he saw Lewis Al’dross. Lewis was dressed in the black and silver of his house, with a ceremonial sash bearing his honors. The sash was mostly empty, only holding a few patches to denote Lewis’s rank and Class. Normally, the evidence of how out of favor the Al’dross family truly was would have given Seth a great deal of pleasure.
It would have today as well, if not for what lay behind Al’dross. The great hall was rarely used in Al’drossford. Seth had never had a reason to enter it before. He was determined to remain unimpressed by the architecture and craftsmanship that surrounded him. He refused to acknowledge the history that was marked by the weapons, banners, and flags hung on the walls. What grandeur hadn’t he seen before?
The sight of a masterfully carved wooden seat, however, caused his blood to seethe. Seth knew a throne when he saw one. His father sat on one forged of precious metals, decorated with shining jewels. That throne was in all ways more expensive looking than the simple wooden chair with its high back. The one that he couldn’t tear his eyes away from.
The crowd murmured around him, but Seth couldn’t hear them over the blood that thundered in his ears. The throne was beautiful in its simplicity, and Seth had never wanted to possess a thing more in his life than he did that chair. He wanted to rest in its embrace and issue his proclamations from it, surrounded by the scent of power and authority. That the chair belonged to Lewis Al’dross was a grave injustice.
Lewis opened his mouth to call the assembled crowd to order and paused. His eyebrow lifted as Seth set a foot on the stone steps and began to climb. He ascended with graceful, calculated steps under the watchful eyes of a man called Duke by the World. Seth held his head high and peered down his nose as he walked closer, daring Al'dross to stop him.
Avery melted back into the mass of people who had fallen silent. He would not follow his master in this path. Seth was encouraged by Lewis’s lack of response to his provocative actions. Avery recognized the look on Lewis’s face for what it was, not a dare or warning, but a judgment.
When Seth brushed by Lewis, his shoulder ruffling the man’s sleeve, Avery held his breath. He could not imagine what Seth was up to. This had never been in the plans they had discussed. As foolhardy as those plans were, they were the epitome of sense compared to what Seth was doing now.
Seth could feel Lewis turning his head to watch as he paced by. He walked, floated as if in a dream, a cloud on the wind, high above the man whose hall he strutted through. When Lewis failed to chastise him, Seth didn’t question it. This was right. This was his destiny.
He arrived at the throne too soon. He hardly had the chance to savor the moment before he was standing in front of the siren wood. He ran his palm along the armrest, breathing deep to draw in the rich, warm scent of wood.
Had he looked back, Seth might have awoken from his dream. The look on Lewis’s face, the craving and disbelief, might have given him pause. Seth was already lowering himself into the throne before he noted Lewis again, and by that time, it was too late.
Seth crossed his legs and clutched the armrests in the quiet. He did experience a moment of uneasiness when he saw the wide eyes of the Duke. A quiver spoiled Seth’s complacency, but his natural arrogance suppressed it.
He lifted his right hand in a lazy waving motion. “You may continue, Baron–"
Then the screaming began. The heady wood smell was replaced by the scent of burning leather, silk, and skin. Seth ripped his hand away from the throne, leaving a good portion of his palm behind. Blood stained the cuff of his shirt as it ran down his arm. Horrified shouts from the crowd mingled with his own as Seth tried to lift himself from the throne and was unable.
One man stood untouched by the chaos that erupted. Lewis Al’dross observed it all with unfazed blue eyes and the satisfied look of a cat drowning in cream as Seth twitched and burned. Seth had walked as if in a dream, but it was Lewis who was sure he was dreaming now. The Al’verrens kept their citizens ignorant; it was the basis of their power. Never would he have dared to hope that they extended that policy to their children so completely. Surely, the king warned his sons that there were some things they must never do.
When Lewis acted, it was to confirm the reality of the situation, not to save Seth. Swift strides carried him to the seated, screaming man. A hand that steadied a territory grabbed Seth by his shoulder and flung him from the chair that was trying to consume him. Seth thudded against the stone platform, shuddering and shivering, his throat already raw from screaming.
Lewis stood before the empty throne and reached out trembling fingers to brush away the ash that remained from Seth’s clothing and flesh. For the first time, his fingers brushed against the throne that must not be touched. Once it was clean, Lewis laid his palm on the high back. The wooden seat did not resist his touch. The enchantments that had protected it were broken.
“Your Grace, he won’t heal. It’s not working.” Helmand, in his panic, tugged at the Duke’s sleeve. “What’s happening?”
In a daze, Lewis lifted his hand and turned. Seth was on the ground, surrounded by medics from the Guard and a pool of his own blood. All Lewis had to do to ensure of his death was… nothing.
“Bind his wounds, no magic,” Lewis hoarsely ordered. He cleared his throat. “Bandages and ointments. Tell Colonel Bromden to prepare plenty of Healing potions for the trip back. He will need them.”
The medics heard the Duke’s orders clearly. Helmand repeated them shrilly anyway and would have kept repeating them if Lewis hadn’t grabbed his shoulder. “Leave them to their work. I need you to summon everyone. Send these people home. I want this hall filled with my council, immediately, both administrative and military. Do you hear me, Helmand?”
Helmand’s head wobbled on his neck as he nodded. He fussed with the front of his robes and tried not to look in the direction of Seth, whose screams had turned to moans. Bobbing a bow to Lewis, who had already swiveled back towards the throne, Helmand rushed off to summon every person of authority he could. He was certain he was gathering them to plan how they would appease the king as soon as news of Seth’s injury reached the capital.
Lewis knew appeasement wasn’t in the cards. The Al'dross were bound to the kingdom by charter. They had never sworn loyalty. There were only two ways to revoke the charter that constrained them. In his wildest fantasy, Lewis failed to imagine an insignificant person like Seth would be responsible for breaking the chains that had been wrapped tightly around Lewis’s family.
Lewis felt like thanking Seth. Maybe he would if Seth regained consciousness before Lewis had him, and all the Nobles Seth had brought along, tossed out of the city. A stretcher was brought, and the wounded Seth carried away for treatment. Lewis listened to the footsteps of Guardsmen as they exited. He rested his hand on the back of the throne and ran his fingers around the curves carved into the wood.
“Will you sit?” Ranar asked, stepping into view from out of nowhere.
“It was never meant for an Al'dross… for a Dross.” Lewis’s voice was rough with suppressed emotion. He was a Dross now. That would take some getting used to. How long had his family waited for this day? How long ago had they given up hope that the day would come?
“Is that what you are now? Should I call you Elder Dross instead of Your Grace?” The jumble of emotions in Lewis’s gut settled into a single flame of anger at Ranar’s prodding.
“Do not test me, Ranar.” The coolness in his words chilled the room without seeming to affect the unflappable Ranar.
“No test.” Ranar crossed his arms and leaned a shoulder against the throne. “I merely wonder what happens now. I've read the charter; it’s not hard to see what happened.”
“The seat is meant for a king.” Lewis drew his hand away and took a step back. “Until the Clans come, none will sit in it.”
“You sound uncertain.” Ranar tucked his thumbs behind his sword belt. “Will the Clans come? How will you summon them? What awaits them when they arrive? I've seen the vault, seen all the preparations your family has made. Is it enough?”
“You've seen the vault then you know the answer to those questions.” Lewis’s eyes narrowed. “Within a week, the Guildhall will be converted into a Hub, and I will issue a Quest to bring the Clans. Inside of a month, the materials we've gathered will be used to build a teleportation circle. The Clans can use all the rest to build a nation! I will not stand in their way.”
It pained Lewis to say it. For centuries the Al'dross had hoarded all the resources necessary to expand their borders and strengthen their people. All of those treasures could be put to use now. They would be used by strangers to change the home he had grown up in into a place he could not picture himself.
“You mistake me, Eldest of the Clan Dross.” Ranar lowered himself to perch on the armrest of the throne. “I do not accuse you or test your resolve. You asked if I would go to collect Trent Embra. Do you understand why I don’t?”
Ranar didn’t wait for Lewis to reply. “I leave Trent to find his own way to this place because I see a greater need. A violet-eyed Al’rashian will bolster the clans moral. The Spirit Summoner I've heard of can restore the ties that once held our nation together. Who will lead them?”
“You think I should fill that role?” Lewis laughed at the suggestion in the ancient Al’rashian’s words. “My eyes are blue, not gold, Ranar. Do you know how many generations you have to go back in order to find a full-blooded Al’rashian in my lineage? The Clans will never accept a Human king.”
“Is that what you saw when you looked into the mirror earlier?” Ranar closed his eyes and lowered his chin. “We are not Elves, Lewis Dross. There are no Half-Al'rashians. Yours is first among all the Clans. A drop of Dross blood is sufficient for me to see you in this throne. Unless the Clans have fallen beyond all recognition, they will acknowledge you as well. If they don’t, I will help you toss them from this place personally.
“There will be no golden-eyed kings, Lewis Dross.” Ranar’s eyes opened and he stood. “There is no Spirit of Al’rashia to anoint a leader. Your ancestors must have forgotten to take that into account. You see a Human in the mirror. Do you know what I see?”
“This place was built to resemble Windshire Stronghold. Ther biggest difference I've found here is that Windshire had a statue guarding her gates. Perhaps your people should have recreated that as well. If they had, you would be able to see that, other than a few superficial differences, you are the spitting image of Aldren Dross.
“He built our nation and his eyes were blue for the majority of his life.” Ranar place a hand in Lewis’s shoulder briefly as he walked past the stunned Duke. “The Clans will follow the violet-eyed into the abyss, screaming defiance. It will take a Dross to lead them back into the light.”
The Elder’s voice echoed in the great hall, bouncing off the walls and columns to slam into Lewis. “You look tired, Your Grace. Sit upon the throne and think it over.”
Lewis couldn’t bring himself to lower his body into the chair. Left alone, with Ranar’s words ringing in his ears, he was held back by chains forged by the expectations of the men who carved the seat.
A united Al’rashian nation. A golden-eyed king. The journals left behind by the original founders of Al'drossford made it seem like those things were within reach. The preserved pages containing all of the plans of his family had made it sound like a simple task with the right preparations.
Those plans had been made nearly a thousand years ago. Maybe Ranar was right. Maybe a home wasn’t enough to draw the Clans. Perhaps only a leader could do that.




Chapter Twenty

Trent came to his feet, knives in hand. When no threat presented itself, he stood, muscles clenched, and waited for the surge of adrenaline to fade. He hadn’t meant to sleep so casually, in the open without setting a single trap or alarm or concealing himself in any way. His dreams, dreams of flinging darts and fighting rats, had reflected his inner worries.
Breathing deeply, Trent started to return Sorrow and Strife to their sheaths when it occurred to him that Strife felt far more comfortable in his hand than it ever had before. A check of his Status left him stumped. Clever Hands was a welcome addition, but how had he learned it? In his sleep?
He also had 10 Free Attribute Points still waiting to be spent. That should have been done the day before but had somehow slipped his mind. Adding 7 to Dexterity and 3 to Strength left Trent a little light-headed, a result not only because of the changes to his Attributes, but also the realization that he could finally draw the short sword he had received in the Garden of Clarity.
The Weapon came out of Storage, and Trent held it tightly as he Appraised it. The sword almost fell from his hands as he read the results. He managed to hang on, which was probably for the best. Dreq had already been spilled to the ground by Trent’s abrupt rising and was expressing his displeasure by gnawing at Trent’s boot. Having a sword dropped on his head probably wouldn’t have cheered the Dog up much.
Crystal Key
Damage rating +30
Go West
The weapon wasn’t a weapon. Was it a key? Drawing it, Trent saw the blade for the first time. Two feet long and made of translucent crystal, it certainly looked like a sword, and it had a heft to it that his wooden blades lacked. Testing the edge, Trent found it dull. The Damage Rating probably came from the item’s unusual weight. It was more club than a sword and, according to Appraisal, it wasn’t meant to be used as either.
The note, go west, in the description was curious, though not enough to cover his disappointment. Storing the useless thing, Trent rubbed at his neck. He might go west. It wasn’t like he had anywhere else to be. He balked because he didn’t like taking directions from an inanimate object with no clear purpose.
Trent nudged Dreq away from his boots. Before the Dog could spring back, Trent tossed a portion of meat and a Beast tooth to the ground. That should distract Dreq while Trent went about his morning routine.
With the words “go west” at the forefront of his thoughts, Trent stretched. He exercised and practiced for an hour but wasn’t able to work up much enthusiasm for it. As he ate the last of his dried rations under the watchful eyes of Dreq, he found himself growing excited at the prospect of discovering where the Key’s direction might take him.
First, he had to return to Bellrise. He needed supplies and weapons. The Keeper of the Moonlit Forest had said Trent needed to learn that there was strength in numbers. The lesson Trent actually took from that Trial was that Healing and Stamina potions were necessities. Spare weapons would help as well.
He figured he and Dreq could make it back to the town by midmorning if they hurried. A glance at Dreq made him reevaluate that estimate. Somehow the Dog had gotten smaller in the night and lost two-thirds of his Stamina and Health. Training was called for; Trent was not going to carry the pup, no matter how many hopeful looks were sent his way.
**********
On the road south of Bellrise, the figure of a young man could be seen trudging towards town. Very little stood out about the young man, Kerry Moss. Kerry’s shade of brown hair and eyes could be found everywhere, his face was plain but honest, and he was average in height. Only his build set him apart.
Kerry’s chest and shoulders went on for miles. He was a squat tower on legs, and he probably had to turn sideways to go through a doorway. Dressed in simple tunic and trousers, with hands tucked into his pockets, Kerry resembled a boulder that had learned to walk.
Looking past his width, two things would draw the eye of an observer. The first was that Kerry’s abnormally wide shoulders were slumped, and his eyes never looked farther than the tips of his boots. He had the air of a man who had lost it all, with no chance of recovery.
The second thing of note is that Kerry was covered in what one would hope was dirt. Those hopes would be dashed upon approach. Kerry stank! The smell was bad enough to drive away Beasts and men, and worst of all, Kerry’s nose refused to adjust to the odor that lingered about him. He was subjected to the scent constantly.
Scuffing his feet, Kerry was thinking about how he had always planned to join the Guard. That was still his plan. His aunt was a member of the City Watch in Al’drossford, and she could get him a place as a Recruit easily enough, but Kerry had grander dreams.
Guard Recruits were not provided with Skill Stones; they learned
their weapons through drills. They would not be given any external help until it was time for them to Specialize their Class, a process which could take years under the exacting standards of the Duke’s trainers.
It had seemed like a brilliant idea to enroll at Bellrise Academy. Recruits had limited time to delve Dungeons, and while they could keep whatever they found during their instructional expeditions, the fact was it could take dozens of trips into a Dungeon before you found a Skill Stone. Paired with the fact that there was no guarantee of learning the found Skill, Guard Recruits were stuck with what they could pick up manually.
Theoretically, the opposite was true for Academy students learning to be Adventurers. They were encouraged to explore the local Dungeon as often as they could. They were presented with a wide variety of courses where they could study any Skill they desired. If they found a Skill Stone they couldn’t absorb, there was always someone willing to trade. Bellrise students should have been overwhelmed with the number of Skills available for them to master.
In the six months he had been studying, Kerry had learned two, Heavy Armor and Taunt. It was not the glorious path to a quick promotion he had imagined. At this rate, when he did join the Guard, instead of being well ahead of others his age, he would be lagging way behind.
Most of Kerry’s problems could be solved with money. Copper would get him into the local Dungeon to search for treasure and to level up. Silver would buy Skills and pay for extra lessons. Gold would cover the cost of his rash decisions, though that was a dream and one he tried not to think about often.
It was the pursuit of coin that had taken him beyond the town’s walls today. He woke up early to beat the rush of Academy students to the Guild’s Questing Pillar. He was the first to arrive and had his pick of all the Quests available to Wood Ranked Adventurers. He should have slept in. The Quest he ended up choosing would have been there regardless of what time he arrived.
The Quest was always available. It paid silver, but you had to be new or desperate to take it. The title, Herbalist’s Request, and the simple description, “Eight hours of chores,” accompanied by three silver and 20 XP reward, lured a lot of new students. It lured them once and only once. Kerry was the only person to ever accept the Quest twice.
The Herbalist who set the Quest kept Striped Beetles, a harmless type of insect Beast, for the sole purpose of using their excrement as fertilizer. It was said there was no better substance for cultivating herbs than the dung of a Striped Beetle, and the six-foot bugs were more than happy to produce plenty of the substance. All they asked for in exchange was bark and grass and a soft sandy place to sleep.
It was an unpleasant job, hauling and spreading the manure, but the reward should have made it worthwhile. It might have, if not for the stench and the fertilizer’s other effect. Besides nourishing plants, the dung could be dried into a fine powder. When thrown at an enemy, the powder restricted Mana, making it impossible for Spells and certain Skills to be utilized. It was most effective when refined with other ingredients by an Alchemist. Unrefined, it took more powder than was easily carried to work.
After eight hours of mucking beetle stalls, Kerry was covered in plenty, making it impossible for him to cast a Self-Clean Charm. He walked the three miles back to town, and the three coins in his belt pouch couldn’t distract him from his own smell. Remembering the smirk of the Herbalist as he tossed the silver while holding his nose and thinking of the similar looks the guards at the gate would give him, Kerry decided he would rather die than take this Quest again.
Head down, caught up in his misery, Kerry never noticed what he ran into until he was already sprawled on the ground. It felt as if he had walked into a wall! Sitting up and blinking, Kerry nearly screamed when he saw what he had strolled into.
A black and white monster, with misshapen legs and a long neck ending in a tiny head, blocked the road. Kerry had left the tools of his trade in his room, unwilling to soil his prized armor. He regretted that now. Kerry had invested heavily in Strength and Constitution, but despite his size, he was not a talented brawler. He had thought he would be safe this close to Bellrise. He never expected a freakish Beast to appear.
“Are you alright?” The Beast spoke! It spoke, and the voice seemed to come from its nether regions. Its head began yapping at Kerry in a displeased manner like a puppy rudely awakened from an afternoon nap. Kerry almost rubbed his eyes, fortunately, remembering what was covering his hands before he did so.
It wasn’t a Beast! It was a man – a man who was wearing a masked cowl and dressed in black and white leather armor. Kerry’s confusion was caused by the fact that the man was doing a handstand with a puppy resting on the soles of his feet. While Kerry watched, the man flexed his knees, and then straightened his legs with a jerk. The puppy’s yapping became a howl as it was propelled skywards with an indignant look on its face.
Trent bent at the waist and set his feet on the ground. Standing, he turned and snatched a falling Dreq out of the air by the scruff of his neck. The Dog growled and snapped at him, clearly unhappy with how Trent had chosen to dislodge him from his spot.
“You should have walked on your own. It was hard enough getting you up there. How did you think I was going to get you down?” Trent asked, setting Dreq on the road. Dreq answered by sneezing and turning his back to Trent.
Ignoring the pouting Dog, Trent addressed Kerry again. “Are you alright? You fell pretty hard. It’s probably because you’re too stiff. You should loosen up.”
“Yeah, right, loosen up.” Kerry shook his head and scrambled to his feet. “I'm fine, though. Clumsy but tough, that’s me. Were you just doing a handstand in the middle of the road?”
The moment the words left his mouth, Kerry wished he could take them back. Adventurers could be touchy sometimes. And this stranger, with his featureless mask and hands resting on the bone hilts of a pair of knives, gave Kerry an uneasy feeling.
“No, of course not, you can’t get anywhere doing handstands,” Trent denied. “I was walking on my hands.”
“Oh, but why…” Another question threatening to spill from Kerry’s lips faded away as Kerry took in Trent’s appearance. Knives, leather armor, cowl, they all screamed Rogue. The stranger had said he was walking on his hands like it was a perfectly normal thing to do. It wasn’t Kerry’s business or place to dispute that. However, if he was a Rogue, then this newcomer had incredible value to an Academy student.
“I'm Kerry Moss. Are you new in town? Come to join the Academy?” Kerry blurted the words. Trent was excited to talk with someone after so long with only Beasts for company, but his voice turned decidedly cool at the memory of Martin Vane.
“I've been here before.”
At their feet, Dreq’s ears perked up, and he tilted his head to look at Trent. Trent had seemed pleased to meet someone at first, and this new person smelled interesting enough. Why did Trent suddenly seem ready to attack?
Kerry picked up on the change in Trent’s mood as well and took a step back. “No offense! I thought you might need a guide, is all, if you are new. I could show you around to make up for running into you. If you already know your way around…”
Trent’s caution wavered. Martin had a slyness about him that Trent had not picked up on, but Kerry looked more harmless than Dreq. It was also true that he did not know where anything was in Bellrise. He could find the stall that had sold meat skewers again. Other than that, he had no idea where he could buy weapons and potions.
“I could use a guide,” Trent stated uncertainly. “Don’t you need to clean up? They don’t let you walk around town like that, do they?”
Beneath the filth covering his face, Kerry blushed. “I can clean up at the gate. I left my pack there this morning. It will just take a minute to wash up.”
He had brought his pack with him last time only to discover that the dust had found its way into the sealed bag and coated his clean clothes. Kerry suspected the Herbalist had a hand in that. He did not allow those who took his Quest to wash up using his well and delighted in watching Adventurers walk away from his farm covered in filth.
“Do you not know the Self-Clean Charm? You should learn it, it’s amazing.” Trent was always willing to extol the virtues of charms.
“I know! But I…I don’t want to talk about it!” Kerry said gruffly. Having his own state of cleanliness questioned banished any fear he might have of Trent. He kicked at the ground again and muttered under his breath.
“Oh.” Trent gestured down the road. “Town’s that way, right?”
“Yeah.” Kerry set off at once, hunching his shoulders and tucking his hands into his pockets. Walking with another person made it even harder to ignore the smell of Beetle dung. He couldn’t help noticing that when Trent fell in beside him, he kept a good six feet away.
It was still a mile back to Bellrise, and Kerry spent the journey trying to discreetly find out more about his traveling companion. His efforts were wasted, though, as Trent deflected reasonable questions about his Class and past with monosyllabic answers and shrugs. The puppy that trotted at his feet and begged to be picked up was a more expressive companion!
Trent’s refusal to be drawn into conversation only cemented Kerry’s assumptions that he was a Rogue. Not only a Rogue, but an inexperienced one, even if his equipment said otherwise. Though his armor may look expensive, new Rogues always tried to play up the mystery of their Class. Each time Trent dodged one of his questions, Kerry became more determined to befriend him.
Kerry’s party needed a Rogue, one with the Detect Traps Skill. Academy students could enter the local Dungeon for free if their group had a member that could Detect Traps. For one reason or another, the leader of Kerry’s party had managed to alienate all the student Rogues, and the Archer in their group had not managed to learn the essential Skill yet. Trent represented a life without Striped Beetles and farm chores to Kerry, and he wasn’t about to let the opportunity pass.
The question of how to get closer to Trent plagued Kerry until they reached Bellrise. He momentarily dropped his objective and retrieved his pack from where he had left it, under the smirking eyes of the town Guardsmen. Changing in broad view and wiping himself down with a rag that one of the Guardsman wet for him, Kerry blushed as the smirks became outright laughter.
Ignoring comments about how it was a shame to hide such smooth, white skin, as fair as any girl’s, under so much dung, Kerry cast the Self-Clean Charm once enough of the dried waste had been removed. Clean at last, he shouldered his pack and hurried through the gate.
Inside the wall, his ears still ringing from the Guardsmen’s jokes, Kerry found himself at a loss. He had told Trent he would show him around, but he still didn’t know what had brought Trent to Bellrise.
“Ah, what is it you’re looking for here? Come to delve the Dungeon? I can show you the entrance, and if you’re alone, my friends and I are looking to work with a Rogue with the Detect Traps Skill,” Kerry clumsily made his offer, as he turned to face Trent. “Or, if it’s a general tour you want, I can do that too. Only we'll need to stop by the Guild first.”
“The Dungeon?” Trent relented and bent down to pick up Dreq, who had reared up to place his front paws on Trent’s knee. The town’s streets were busy, and the Dog, exhausted from his walk, was in no condition to keep up any longer. Tucking the pup in the crook of his arm, Trent mulled over Kerry’s words.
Martin had said he wanted to challenge the local Dungeon as well. It put Trent’s guard up to hear a similar statement from Kerry. He would have left right then if not for the words, “strength in numbers," which held him in place. The truth was Trent was uncertain what he wanted to do next, and the thought of another Trial was appealing.
“Your friends,” Trent said at last. “They’re like you?”
“Well, not exactly. I'm the junior member of the party. The others are all close to Level 10,” Kerry cleared his throat, embarrassed. “I'm a Warrior but I'm stuck at Level 4.”
“We do know what we’re doing!” He hurriedly added, “Jace has Basic Longsword at Level 7! He's the best Warrior at the Academy, and we’re got a Mage who is really top notch! You won’t find a better team to work with in Bellrise!”
Kerry’s bragging sales pitch settled any qualms Trent might have had about the situation, though not in the way Kerry intended. Levels 4 through 9? Basic Longsword at Level 7? And they were the best Bellrise had to offer? If that were true, Trent had nothing to be afraid of, except the possibility that the stiff, broad-shouldered Kerry and his friends would hold him back.
“We can talk about it, I guess. I do have the Detect Trap Skill.” Trent didn’t clear up Kerry’s misconception over his Class. Best to keep a few things secret in case things turned sour. “You need to go to the Guild?”
“Yeah, got to update my Token and report a completed Quest!” Kerry practically shook with excitement at Trent’s halfhearted agreement to his offer. “Then we can get a meal at the Lucky Pig. The others should be there by now.”
Trent made a noncommittal noise at the mention of a meal. He just followed Kerry, who led the way with a spring in his step, pointing out things of interest as they went.
“Most people buy at the market, but the general goods store there is the best place in town to sell if you have drops the Guild doesn’t want.”
“I've heard that it’s the cleanest inn in town. I don’t know if that’s true. I sleep at the Academy dorms myself. You sure you don’t want to enroll? The instructors are really good, and students get all kinds of discounts!”
“That Blacksmith has the most expensive equipment. Way more than I can afford, and to be honest, I don’t think he’s very good, but he’s the only person that buys Common Ranked Skill Stones. I don’t know why. He's got barrels of them, never turns them down. Only pays twenty-five coppers, though.”
“That’s the Lucky Pig. It’s more expensive than the Guild, and the food isn’t as good. Some Academy students go there to, uh, unwind.”
“And this is the Guildhall.” Kerry stopped in front of a nondescript two-story stone building with a sign bearing the crossed sword and pick of the Adventurers Guild. “You are a member, right? Wood Ranked?”
It was one of the questions Trent had avoided before, and Kerry crossed his fingers, hoping he would finally have an answer this time. It was a serious concern. Kerry’s promises of free entry into the Dungeon would go out the window if it turned out Trent was Copper Ranked or better.
“Yes, I joined a few weeks ago.” Trent stepped to the door and went inside. He missed seeing the way Kerry’s shoulders sagged with relief and then sagged further as Trent’s answer sunk in.
A few weeks ago? That meant Trent was greener than Kerry was. It wasn’t a problem as long as he had Detect Traps, but considering his armor and weapons, Kerry had expected Trent to be more impressive. No wonder he had not wanted to divulge his Class or Skills. He was probably embarrassed.
Trent would have laughed had he been privy to Kerry’s thoughts. As it was, he had forgotten the young Warrior existed. Trent stood in the Guild’s lobby, examining the Questing Pillar while holding a Copper Token in his hand. It was the Token left behind by Martin.
He had wanted to get a closer look at a Questing Pillar since he first encountered one, but the rush to leave Al’drossford behind him had prevented that. Seeing the Pillar in Bellrise, Trent had hurried up to it, only to realize he didn’t know how it worked.
Before he could find someone to explain the Pillar to him, the Token, picked up in the Moonlit Forest as a curiosity, started to jump and jiggle in his pouch. It had startled him enough that he took it out. Holding it, the Token felt warm and seemed to pull towards the Questing Pillar.
“What’s the matter? Thinking about taking up a Quest?” Kerry came up behind Trent and peered over his shoulder. “We usually pick up any Dungeon related tasks before entering, but there’s no harm in doing it now.”
“Does this look like it’s glowing to you?” Trent held up the Token for Kerry to see.
“I thought you were Wood Ranked! Why does your Token have a hole in it?” Looking closer, Kerry realized there was a faint sheen to the copper plate and, unlike Trent, recognized what that meant. “You found a Quest item! Holy crap, of all the luck, where did you get that?”
“It’s just something I picked up,” Trent said uncomfortably. He wasn’t ashamed of killing Martin, but he surmised that announcing you killed another Adventurer was frowned on by the Guild. “It feels warm too, what does that mean?”
“It’s letting you know you've completed a Quest!” Kerry slapped Trent’s shoulder and immediately stepped back. The familiar action caused Trent’s head to snap in his direction, and the puppy in his arms began to growl.
“Sorry, I got too excited. Never seen a Quest item light up before.” Kerry held up his hands apologetically. “Are you going to complete the Quest?”
“How do I do that?” Trent turned back towards the Pillar, glancing between it and the Token in his hand.
“You really are new, huh?” Kerry scratched at the back of his head. How could someone look so competent but be so ignorant? “Just touch the Pillar, and all the tasks you are eligible for will be displayed. Then it’s a lot like manipulating a Status, though you have to touch the screen that appears to make it work.”
Putting Dreq down, Trent stretched his hand towards the Pillar. The screen that appeared at his touch reminded him more of a traveling merchant’s inventory than his Status, but it was easy to understand how it worked.
The screen had several lists on it. The first was titled Local Tasks; below that came Area Quests, Trial Quests, and World Quests. Looking over Trent’s shoulder Kerry whistled at the number of jobs that came up. He reevaluated how new Trent was. To be eligible for this many Quests, Trent had to be playing around, pretending he did not understand how the Pillar worked.
“You can accept World Quests?” Kerry whispered loudly in astonishment. Checking for and accepting Quests from this Pillar every day for six months, he had never seen that title come up before. He had heard about them, of course. World Quests were often discussed in lessons, but they generally didn’t become available until you reached Iron Rank, and all the instructors said to stay away from them unless you liked the idea of traveling for years through unpopulated areas.
Reading the lists on the screen, Trent was underwhelmed. The rewards for the Quests that a Wood Ranked Adventurer could take were unimpressive. Herbalist’s Request was the highest paying job he could find, and it did not interest him in the slightest. Depending on the 5 to 10 XP awarded for completing the assignments, it would take Trent years to reach his next Level.
And there was nothing about Martin’s Token on the screen! Following a hunch, Trent touched the shimmering Token to the Pillar and almost dropped it when a loud chime sounded, and the text on the screen was replaced with a single Quest description and a detailed drawing of a man's face.
Quest, Missing Baby Brother. My dear younger brother has wandered off. He was born with the name Martin Vane, though he’s a mischievous lad and prone to changing it. You needn’t detain him, simply touch his Token to the Pillar so I can know he is well. Reward: 3 Gold, payable at any Guildhall, 2000 XP. Quest completed.
“That’s sad,” Kerry muttered after stepping forward to read the screen. “They must have really loved their brother.”
“Why is it sad?” Trent studied the drawing of Martin, and his hand clenched around the Token which had lost its sheen.
“The hole in the Token means the owner is dead,” Kerry said, shaking his head. “And to put up a reward like that, one you can claim anywhere, not only does it have to be large, but you have to pay ten times the amount to the Guild to ensure it gets where it’s claimed. And that 2000 XP? It comes from the Quest Giver, and there’s no telling how much it will cost you. They might have lost a Level posting this.”
“They loved him so much they hired strangers to drag him to a Guildhall, whether he wanted to go or not.” Trent didn’t share Kerry’s sentiments. A Guild Token could not be separated from its owner. “How gentle would Adventurers be for the promise of gold?”
“Uh, not very,” Kerry lowered his voice and leaned in to warn Trent, “You should keep that reward a secret. This is a pretty tame town, but good men can turn ugly over that much coin.”
“It’s not like I have it anyway.” Trent put the Token away. “There’s no reward chest.”
“Chest? Like in a Dungeon? Why would there be? You’ve got to collect it from a Guild Attendant or the Quest Giver.” Kerry’s opinion of Trent shifted again. “How can you be an Adventurer and not know that? How can you be alive and not know that? How old are you?”
It was another question that Trent was unwilling to answer, and he turned away from the Pillar without a word. Unlike the Guild at Al’drossford, this hall only had two Attendants working the counter, and Trent joined a handful of other Adventurers waiting their turn.
“I didn’t mean anything by that,” Kerry apologized, joining Trent in line. “I just… You’re pretty darn secretive, you know.” He was getting defensive. “Can’t tell whether you’re really green or putting one over on me. If we’re going to work together–”
“When would we do that? Challenge the Trial? Tonight?” Trent didn’t know what Kerry expected of him. He also did not remember agreeing to work with Kerry in the first place and was starting to think he didn’t want to.
“No, I have to clear it with the rest of my party first. They might have lessons in the morning.” Kerry brightened up, thinking Trent was finally coming around. “Tomorrow afternoon, well, I think the others might have field exercises, but I'll be available! We can delve the first floor and get to know each other better. Nothing brings Adventurers together quicker than a Dungeon. That’s what the headmaster says.”
Trent’s turn at the counter came and lasted longer than those before him. He had to present his Token to collect his reward, a fact he had been unaware of. There was a small hang up with the reward. Bellrise had never had anyone complete a World Quest before. The Attendant had to check with the Guild Master before she would pay out such a large sum. The Guild Master himself was hesitant to honor the Quest but, with the reputation of the Guild hanging over his head, he finally agreed.
After the coins were collected, Trent asked the Attendant how he could progress from Wood Ranked to Copper. Learning that he had to complete Quests, a lot of them, to do that, Trent looked towards the Pillar with a gleam in his eye.
“So tomorrow then? We can meet at the Lucky Pig for lunch, or if you want to meet the others tonight…” Kerry was torn between his own business and following Trent as he left the counter.
“Tomorrow!” Trent’s hand was already on the Pillar, and his fingers flashed as he picked out Quests. “Or maybe the day after. I'm going to be busy for some time.”




Chapter Twenty-One

Collect Iron Ore, 40 pounds – Reward: 50 coppers, 10 XP
Collect Cave Moss, 1 pound – Reward: 10 coppers, 5 XP
Collect Beetle Wings, 10 sets – Reward: 5 coppers, 5 XP
Trent felt lighter stepping out of the Guildhall with only Dreq for company, and a dozen new Quests filling his Status. All the tasks he had chosen were repeatable collection Quests for materials the Guild and local craftsmen needed. If he found 400 pounds of Iron Ore, he could earn 5 silver and 100 XP. Still no comparison to what he could earn in a Field or Instant Trial, but the Quests had opened his eyes to another possibility.
The Bellrise Trial wasn’t going to be difficult. 5 coppers and 5 XP for Beetle Wings? If the creature were dangerous, only newly Awakened Adventurers would be tempted by it. To go from Wood to Copper rank, Trent would be better off hunting Beasts in the wild.
However, Trent had other considerations. He glanced down at Dreq who was chasing a spider along the edge of the road. “It’s time for you to get stronger!”
The puppy tumbled as Trent’s words interrupted his pounce. Rushing back to Trent’s side, Dreq jumped up against Trent’s leg and barked. He tried to communicate the words Food and Carry, but having been warned that animals should not be able to speak, he refrained from actually talking. Trent ignored him and went from his Quests to the main page of his Status.                                                 
	Name: Trent Embra
Title: Shadow Hunter

	Age: 12

	Race: Al’rashian


	Level: 14

	Class: Survivalist Level 3
Class: Swordsman Level 11

	Profession: None


	Health: 630

	Stamina: 630

	Mana: 130


	Strength: 37

	Agility: 34

	Dexterity: 40


	Constitution: 12

	Endurance: 3

	Intelligence: 13


	Perception: 2

	Wisdom: 13

	

	
	Free Attribute Points: 0

	Free Skill Points: 11





 
	
	Skills

	

	Unarmed Combat Level 2

	Basic Small Blades Level 5

	Basic Shield Level 1


	Basic Longsword Level 10/max

	Thrust Level 6

	Triple Slash Level 3


	Chop Level 5

	Long Slash Level 3

	Archery Level 1


	Disarm Trap Level 1

	Create Traps Level 4

	Detect Traps Level 3


	Tracking Level 6

	Dash Level 10/max

	Dodge Level 6


	Mining level 1

	Appraisal Level 1

	Identify Level 5


	Herbalism Level 6

	Harvesting Level 5

	Armor Crafting Level 1


	Riding Level 2

	Animal Care Level 1

	Mana Control Level 1


	Stealth Level 3

	Camouflage Level 3

	Mana Manipulation Level 1


	Throwing Level 5

	Climb Level 1

	Ocean Meets the Shore Level 1


	Three Steps Level 5

	Acrobatics Level 2

	Steady Footing Level 3


	Military Fencing Level 1

	Block Level 1

	Parry Level 1


	Disarm Level 1

	Leadership Level 3

	Weapons Crafting Level 3


	Sewing Level 1

	Light Armor Level 1

	Flash Strike Level 1


	Enhanced Jump Level 1

	Arrows Flight Level 1

	Bloodletting Level 3


	
	Abilities

	
	

	Map

	Storage Level 5

	Heart of the Inferno

	

	Fire Manipulation Level 3

	Far Sight Level 1

	Earth Manipulation Level 1

	

	
	
	
	

	
	Spells

	
	

	Spark/Charm Level 4

	Ember/Charm Level 1

	Spirit Flame/Charm Level 2

	

	Self-Clean/Charm Level 4

	Dust/Charm Level 1

	Balm/Charm Level 1

	

	Mend Level 1

	Prepare Hides/Charm Level 6

	
	

	
	
	
	



His Quests were chosen with Dreq and his lowest leveled Skills in mind. Learning about materials and ores would help increase his Crafting and Mining Skills, as well as Harvesting and Herbalism. His conclusion after meeting Kerry and interacting with Martin, was that he was special, or at least, he had an advantage.
Skills! Skills provided Attribute Points along with knowledge and increased talent. Having an undeveloped Skill was like letting your sword rust. Kerry’s excitement at Trent’s having Detect Traps, and Martin's comparative weakness in combat, signaled to Trent that because of his Skills, he wasn’t the pathetic boy who collapsed from running anymore.
And he could get stronger using a minor Trial to develop his lesser Skills. He just needed a few supplies first. Potions, a pickaxe, food, and a sword were all on his list, and with Dreq trotting beside him, Trent set to shopping.
Between the open-air market near the northern gate and the general store Kerry had pointed out, Trent found all the basic supplies he needed and a few things that struck his fancy. He picked up a bag that he intended to pass off as a Storage device, concealing his own Ability, and filled it with Potions and food. He was delighted to find tools for Herbalism and Crafting. Those likewise went into the bag to end up in Storage, but one thing Bellrise didn’t seem to have was a decent weaponsmith. Every weapon or piece of armor Trent found had him rolling his eyes with disgust. They were worse than the Basic Blades he found in Trials or those he had been given by Sergeant Cullen.
He would stick to his Elwire swords, or Sorrow and Strife, rather than use the trash that littered Bellrise. He was also disappointed to find that Spells like Firebolt or Fireball were not available on the market. Too many young Mages kept the supply short, and all tier-one Spells were snapped up the second they were available.
He wasn’t sure it was smart to buy from the merchants at the market anyway. Prices had gone up from his first purchase to his last. They were all smiling, calling out to him, holding out their wares, all the while extolling the virtues of their products compared to their competitors. Those smiles had only gotten wider, and the shouting louder, when Trent passed over the coin they requested without complaint.
There was something to this shopping business that he was missing. There was always a pause between Trent laying down his money and the merchants sweeping it away, as if they expected something from him. They never said what it was, though, and Trent had been happy to see his Storage filling up with Potions and rations, so he didn’t question it further.
Standing in front of the last shop he intended to visit before going to the Trial, Trent wondered if it was worth the time to go inside. Arden's Arms didn’t inspire a great deal of confidence. The white paint on the exterior of the wooden building was peeling, and the words on the sign were hardly legible. Only the thought of a decent sword prodded him forward.
Pushing open the door, Trent was confronted by racks of dust-covered weapons. Squeezing past Trent’s ankles, Dreq trotted inside curiously, kicking up dirt as he went. Dust tickled his nose, and a sneeze rocked the Dog’s body. A second monstrous sneeze tumbled him to his side, and Dreq rolled across the floorboards, clawing at his nose and attempting to bring himself under control.
“You’re not sleeping on me until you clean yourself,” Trent said, walking into the shop. His black and white companion had been replaced by a brown ball of fluff trying to eyeball him sorrowfully, but he couldn’t keep from sneezing long enough to convey how much of a traitor Trent was.
Leaving Dreq to his battle, Trent began Appraising the shop’s wares. Disbelief at what he found kept him from turning to go. Arden’s Arms was filled with weapon-shaped items that made the few blades Trent had seen in the market look like gems. Spears with dull tips, swords that had never been honed, iron capped staves that were of more use as walking sticks than weapons. Not a single item on display had a Damage Rating.
Picking up a longsword, Trent was astonished to find the blade seemed to have two points of balance. It wobbled in his hand, threatening to plunge downward one moment, then twisting to the side the next. He hadn’t even swung it! If the weapon-like object had been sharp, it would have been more of a hazard to its wielder than anyone else.
“You have a fine eye for quality. That is one of my best works!” The voice interrupting Trent’s struggle to return the blade to its rack was filled with pride. The face the voice belonged to might have been prideful as well. Trent found it difficult to tell, covered as it was in soot. “All the items on that rack are on sale. Seems you can spot a bargain as well as a masterpiece!”
“You made all these…things?” Trent eyed the man who had appeared from a backroom, curiously. The man did not fit Trent’s idea of what a blacksmith should look like. Narrow shoulders, weak chin, thin chest, stick-like arms, only the man’s too-large leather apron was appropriate.
“I did! The name is Arden,” he introduced himself while slapping his chest and sending a cloud of black dust into the air. “Finest blacksmith in Bellrise, if I do say so myself.”
“So, you made all these weapons on purpose, then.” Trent pushed at the pole of the spear
with one finger and watched wonderingly as the long weapon spun in place. “Are you the only blacksmith in Bellrise?”
“What are you implying?” Arden crossed the room, nearly knocking over a barrel of swords in his haste to defend his work. “You doubt my craft! These are real weapons, not that garbage you'll find in the Dungeon. Each piece is forged with love and dedication! I won’t have you slandering me, young man.”
Trent nearly objected to the title Arden imposed on him. Up close, the smith was shorter than Trent, and his face, what could be seen of it beneath the soot, was as unlined as Trent’s own. If Trent were asked to guess, he would put Arden’s age at no more than sixteen, perhaps a few years less.
“What are you here for anyway?” Arden harrumphed, putting his hands on his hips. “You buying or selling? If you’re just here to disparage a craftsman, you can be on your way! Some of us have work to do!”
“Not buying!” Trent said quickly, heading off any possibility of walking out of this shop with one of Arden’s masterpieces. “Maybe selling. I have a few Elwire blades that–"
“Blades? Does it look like I need to buy weapons?” Arden flung out his hands to gesture at the racks filling the store.
“Yes,” Trent knew he was far from a great Craftsman himself, but at least his swords could cut.
“Well, aren’t you just a mouthy little…” Arden paused. Pulling a handkerchief out from his apron, he wiped his face, smearing the filth on it before saying, “You have Elwire wood for sale? How much? Oh, the things I could do with Elwire wood! Working with high grade materials I could finally…”
Arden jumped and glanced around the empty shop suspiciously. Holding up a finger to indicate Trent should wait, he crossed to the entry and bolted the door.
“So we won’t be interrupted,” he explained, drawing the curtain on the shop's only window. “Now… I say, did you drop a hairball on my floor?”
Dreq, worn out from his fit, dragged himself upright to bare his teeth at the smith. Abandoned in his hour of need by Trent and now insulted by Arden, whose shop was the reason for his present state, the Dog was in no mood for ridicule.
He would have sprung for Arden’s ankles if Trent hadn’t picked him up by the scruff. Patting Dreq carefully to rid him of the worst of the dirt, Trent replied, “He’s a Dog, I think. He follows me around.”
“Well, you should give him a bath, he’s a mess!” Arden began walking briskly towards the back of the shop. “Step into my office, and we'll talk business.”
Follows him around? Needs a bath? Dreq sagged in Trent’s grip as the hits kept coming. Exactly whose fault was it that Dreq needed a bath? If this Arden person cleaned his shop now and again, perhaps poor pups wouldn’t be driven to distraction by the dust! Dreq’s feelings were partially soothed when Trent settled the Dog into his customary spot in the crook of his arm and began patting the dirt from his fur.
Arden’s office was his forge, containing little else besides the tools of his trade. It was littered with misshapen hunks of metal and scraps of wood and coal. Arden leaned against an anvil at the center of the room and proudly watched Trent examine the hammers and files that were strewn about.
“Quite the workplace, huh.” Arms crossed over his chest, Arden nodded with satisfaction, taking Trent’s stunned silence for approval. “Finest forge in Bellrise, if I do say so myself. Now, what did you say your name was?”
“Trent, Trent Embra,” came the muttered reply. Trent had found a piece of scrap with a sharpened edge and was tossing it up and down with one hand. A flick of his wrist sent it spinning towards the wall where it stuck. The discarded trash had a Damage Rating and was the best weapon he had seen so far.
“Hey! Don’t go messing up my walls! Who throws things in another person’s workplace?” Arden stalked to where the scrap protruded from the wall and attempted to pull it loose. After several futile tugs to which the metal refused to yield, he stepped back. “Hmm, you know, I rather like it there. It’s kind of like a tiny shelf. Quite ingenious of you to think of it, Trent, and your method of installation is certainly novel.”
Arden tapped his chin and returned to lean against his anvil. “I like you Trent, you’re an innovator. You think outside the box, you remind me of myself! I'm willing to buy all the Elwire you have, as well as any other materials that you’re looking to offload. Are they with the rest of your party? When can you deliver?”
Trent kicked aside scrap to create a clean spot on the floor and took his new pack from his shoulder. He started to set it down, then gave the workspace and its owner a closer look. “Are you sure you can afford to buy my, uh, goods?”
Haggle, that was the word that Trent had been searching for while dealing with the marketplace’s smiling vultures. Haggle and trade. Trent had a firm grasp on the latter from his dealings with Agatha and Ranar, but the former only occurred to him now. Mostly because, from the looks of things, Arden didn’t have anything that Trent wanted to buy or trade for.
Trent would happily give a gold piece for a minor Health restorative. He would part with a Beast Core in exchange for a meal, but he wasn’t quite so unworldly that he’d take a sword, without a Damage Rating, as payment for items he could use himself.
“Trust me, Trent!” Arden assured him. “Money isn’t a thing I lack. You could pull out a whole Elwire tree and…” Trent began to re-shoulder his bag. Arden’s words suddenly reminded him of Martin’s.
“Hold on! Don’t be so hasty.” Arden rushed forward to grabbed Trent’s arm, only to snatch his hand back when Dreq snapped at him. “I do have money! I swear it, maybe not enough for a whole tree, but I'm funded, well-funded!
“At least for another year.” Arden sighed and ran his hands through his hair, causing his frizzy mop to stand on end. “Let me be honest with you Trent. I'm not a Blacksmith.
“But I can be! I will be!” Arden declared, eyes glowing with a manic light as he shook his fist at the air. “They say it’s not possible but they’re wrong. You’re an innovator, Trent, so you can understand! You can help me! With enough practice, enough materials, and hard work, anything is possible!”
“It looks like you have plenty of materials already,” Trent nudged half an iron ingot with his foot.
“Low quality junk, that’s all the Adventurers bring me.” Arden kicked the same ingot, then hopped in place, cursing as the metal refused to move. “I place Quest after Quest, and what do I get? Level 1 Iron. Half the Adventurers in Bellrise don’t have the Mining Skill, and none of them have the Profession! They’re just wasting my time!”
“Because they don’t have the Miner's Profession?” Trent thought of the pickaxe and the Skill he intended to level using it and began wondering if his plans were worthwhile.
“Don’t play the sly Dog with me, Trent,” Arden said, wagging a finger “You know as well as I do that only Miners can find high-quality ores and gems. And those with just the Skill are lazy! They don’t look for the ore; they just stumble on it and hack out a few pounds to sell. Leaving me stuck with junk and common ranked Skill Stones to work with.”
“You work with Skill Stones? Can those be mined? What about Spell Stones?" Trent’s plans underwent a drastic change as visions of Fire Spells hidden in rock filled his mind.
“Be serious, Trent, don’t tease.” Arden sighed wearily. “I buy Skill Stones to combine with my weapons. I have barrels of the things; no one else wants common ranked Stones. So far, it hasn’t worked, but I know how it’s done. One success, just one, and I'll learn the Smithing Skill, or at least Weapon’s Crafting.”
Behind his mask, Trent bit his tongue. He had so many questions! Questions he couldn’t ask because doing so revealed his strangeness. Kerry had looked at him as if Trent had lost his mind when he asked about the Questing Pillar.
Setting Dreq at his feet, Trent reached into his pack and took out a chunk of Elwire from his Storage. Pulling his arm back to reveal the wood, Trent held it just out of reach of Arden’s trembling fingers.
“Not enough for a spear, but it will do for a sword hilt,” Arden swiped at the hunk of wood as he muttered. “I’ll give you ten silver an ounce, and a discount on the finished product!”
“I'm not selling,” Trent hid the wood behind his back, “but I'll trade it for a Basic Spear Skill Stone and a tier-one Fire Spell.”
“I don’t have those!” Arden wailed. He nearly burst into tears when Trent dropped the precious item back into his pack. “Don’t be hasty, Trent! We've just begun to haggle! I don’t have Basic Stones or Spells, but you can take any Common Ranked Skills I have, and twenty silver an ounce.”
Trent almost leaped into the air at the realization that what he was doing was haggling. Pressing forward with this new information, he said, “Basic Spear and tier-one Fire Spell. That’s what I need.”
“Think about it, Trent.” Arden tried to put on a reasonable expression. “That wood could make me a Blacksmith. A Blacksmith indebted to you. Isn’t that what every Adventurer wants? Thirty silver an ounce!”
“I am thinking about it, Arden.” Trent tossed the wood up into the air and watched Arden’s eyes follow it. “And I think you need me more. Not only for the wood but because I have the Miner Profession.”
The Elwire fell into Trent’s hands, and Arden's jaw dropped to the floor. “Really?”
“Really,” Trent repeated. It cost him 100 XP and a moment to manipulate his Status to make the words true.




Chapter Twenty-Two

“Hello. How are you? Where are you from? Fine weather we're having, don’t you think?” Kerry kicked at the ground as he muttered to himself. He wasn’t going to see Trent again. All because instead of gradually building the conversation, he’d drove straight into, “Hey, let’s explore the Dungeon!” and “What’s your Class, Level, and why don’t you know the things you should know?”
Tomorrow? Yeah right! Kerry wouldn’t show up to meet someone as pushy as he had been. He didn’t know what he’d been thinking. Had he even told Trent anything about himself? That was what he should have done. Offer a stranger something of yourself, and they’ll respond. Where had he heard that? Somewhere… maybe in the headmaster’s speech at the beginning of the term?
Making his way to the Lucky Pig, Kerry rehearsed the proper way to make a friend, out loud, not caring that his mutterings drew concerned and suspicious looks. People made way for the fourteen-year-old Adventurer, partly due to his size, mostly because of the storm cloud that covered his face and the nonsense that spilled from his mouth. Arriving at the tavern, Kerry took a moment to lean against the outer wall and bang his head gently against it. An act that did not reassure the crowd that was watching him.
With a sigh, Kerry resigned himself to his fate and walked through the open door of the Lucky Pig. He hadn’t exactly lied to Trent when he said the Pig was a popular gathering place for local students. Students did meet here, four of them, on a daily basis. Just because the majority preferred the brightly lit and festively decorated Guildhall, that didn’t mean there weren’t those that liked the dank and gloomy bar.
Though ‘liked’ might be a strong word. It was necessity that drove Kerry and his teammates to the Lucky Pig. They were no longer welcome to mingle with students at the Guild. A certain misunderstanding between the party’s leader, Jace, and every Rogue in the Academy, had resulted in virtual exile for the group of four. No one wanted to associate with a person who had accused a quarter of their classmates of theft.
Kerry knew he didn’t want to. Unfortunately, he had obligations. Grimacing at the stale smell of ale and vomit that greeted him, Kerry walked to where he knew he would find the others. They always sat at the same table when they could. It was in the darkest corner, far enough away from the bar that on busy days, the waitress might never make her way to it. Jace had declared it to be his table, and it took rougher men than the local laborers to remove the best Warrior at the Academy.
Kerry tried not to step in the puddles of what was mostly alcohol as he weaved between the tables. He bumped into chairs and drunks as he went, mumbling apologies. The tavern was not crowded, but he wasn’t light on his feet, and he drew more than a few angry glares. No one confronted him, though, one of the benefits to a barrel-like torso and arms like tree trunks.
“You’re here,” Jace’s clear voice cut through the gloom of the Pig as Kerry pulled out a chair and sank into it. “You’re two cups behind, and unless you have coin, you’ll have trouble catching up. We're all out.”
Kerry tossed a silver piece onto the table. “For the purse. I don’t have any for drinks.” He bit back a sigh as a glimmer of dissatisfaction crossed Jace’s bright green eyes. The black-haired youth with the chiseled jaw snatched up the silver coin and made a show of dropping it into a pouch he set on the table.
“Well, that brings the communal pot to two silver,” Jace grumbled. He turned the pouch over, and the mentioned coins fell out. He pushed them towards a cloaked figure on his right. “And now you can afford to take the Traps course again, Silas.”
Silas, the party’s archer, pushed back his hood revealing a pale face. Long fingers closed around the two coins and deposited them in a pocket in his cloak. “I've already taken it four times. Why don’t we save for a Skill stone? Shouldn’t cost more than ten or twenty.”
“It was forty last time I saw one for sale, and that was over a year ago,” Jace shot back. “Damn Rogues buy them quick, and if they don’t, the Guards do. Drives up the price.”
“You'd learn it if you applied yourself.” Kerry was surprised to hear Holly chide Silas in her crisp but soft voice. The Mage usually kept to herself, preferring her own thoughts to chatting. She was a pretty girl with long brown hair that she wore in an intricate braid. Dressed in a silver robe, with a heart-shaped face and clear blue eyes, Kerry had had a crush on her at one time. That had faded once he got to know her.
“If it was easy to learn, the Stones wouldn’t sell so fast.” Silas leaned back and propped his feet up on an empty chair. “You are welcome to crawl through the weeds looking for wires and holes if you want. Say the word, and the coins are yours, Holly!”
“I met someone with the Detect Trap Skill today,” Kerry interrupted the brewing fight before it could start. “He might join us for a delve.”
Two sets of interested eyes pierced him, but it was Jace’s disdainful ones that Kerry watched.
“New student? Archer or Rogue? I'm not working with a Thief!” Jace declared, slapping the table.
Kerry considered his reply while staring at the empty purse Jace had left on the table. It was the third such pouch he had seen during his tenure with this group. Jace claimed the others had been stolen. It was more likely he had lost them. No Academy student was bold enough to steal from a classmate, and more experienced Adventurers were not interested in taking the meager earnings of a Wood Ranked team.
Their party was in this spot, both financially and physically, because Jace refused to see things that way. It wasn’t possible for him to lose the team’s savings! They had been stolen! He reported the theft to the Academy’s Headmaster, but without proof, nothing happened. That did not stop Jace from accusing every Rogue he met until no one would work with him.
“He didn’t say, but he could be a Hunter. He had leather armor and wore two knives. Had a Dog for company,” Kerry wove his explanation carefully. If he could get the others to agree to work with Trent, and Trent to agree to work with them, all the while telling them he was a Hunter, Kerry’s day of shoveling dung would be over, at least for a while.
“Hunter is a Specialized Class. Why would he want to work with us?” Silas picked up his empty mug and peered into it seeking a last sip or drop and finding it dry.
“Good question,” Holly murmured. “You Basic types are useless.”
Silas bristled and opened his mouth to retort to the Mage’s insult. Kerry headed him off by raising his hand and bellowing for the barmaid. A haggard woman with suspicious eyes approached the table and raised an eyebrow at Kerry’s call. He quickly set five coppers on the table and ordered three ciders and a cup of water.
Jace watched the woman sweep the coins into a pocket on her stained dress. He stared as she walked away to fetch Kerry’s order, but it was Kerry that Jace addressed in a pleasant tone. “Thought you didn’t have coin for drinks, Meat? The communal purse is empty. The charter says–"
“It wasn’t empty when I sat down.” Kerry grimaced at the nickname Jace threw at him. He was more than a meat shield! He dug another ten coppers out of his purse and slid them to Jace before the party’s charter could be mentioned again.
“I have my own expenses, and I'm allowed to keep half my earnings for those,” Kerry said bitterly as Jace counted out the coins and dropped half into the communal purse. Kerry didn’t know why he bothered. One round would turn into two, and the group would be broke again.
“Didn’t you work for old man Petrive today?” Jace played with the five coppers in his hand while pinning Kerry with his eyes. “That pays more than a silver and ten. The charter says– "
“I know what the charter says!” Kerry clenched thick stubby fingers and met Jace stare for stare. “My armor needs repairs, and I have tuition due. The new term starts in a week.”
All strictly true, but that wasn’t how Kerry had disposed of what was left of the day’s earnings. The majority of his three silvers had been placed in his Guild account for safekeeping. The charter that kept him from lying to Jace would have compelled him to give up a second silver if he carried it with him.  
Jace might have pressed the issue if the barmaid had not returned just then. Kerry had never been so pleased to see the wrinkled face of the woman. She looked especially beautiful as she set mugs before the group, sparing Kerry’s ears from any more mention of the charter.
“The charter says,” was Jace’s favorite way of starting a sentence when he thought Kerry was being mulish. As if Kerry needed to be reminded of what the charter said. He bleeding well knew what was written on the thrice-damned thing! He had read it very closely.
He had memorized the charter, the day after he signed it. That was the day the Academy lecture was on magic contracts, how they were useful, and why you needed to be careful of them. Kerry’s ears had burned through that entire speech. While the rest of the class yawned and daydreamed of more exciting topics, Kerry had soaked up every word.
A charter allowed parties to share XP without needing the Leadership Skill. It insured fairness and equal distribution of loot.
It could also permit a group of strangers, brought together temporarily, to trust one another implicitly, or make a group of friends operate more efficiently.
A charter could also compel a naïve Adventurer to invest all his Free Attribute Points into Strength and Constitution and dictate that his training be devoted to defensive Skills. It was a policy that had puzzled Kerry until he realized what it meant. It had taken him months of working with Jace to figure out the end goal.
All chapters had an escape clause, an essential element for the magic to work. Otherwise, it would just be slavery, and that kind of dark enchantment took considerably more power. Jace had set their escape clause at a buyout of three gold. Kerry had nearly fainted when he read that fine print. It would take him years to save up a single gold, considering how much coin he contributed to the party. By the time his Guild account had three gold in it, Kerry’s Skills and Attributes would be so messed up no other group would have him.
Jace took a long swallow from his cup and smacked his lips appreciatively. Kerry didn’t know why. The cup was dirty, and the lightly fermented cider it contained was sour, with an aftertaste that lingered for days. Jace, Holly, and Silas drank it like it was the finest wine and often poked fun at Kerry for sticking to water.
“This Hunter, what’s he asking for the delve? Will he sign the charter?” Jace set his mug on the table and wrapped both hands around it.
“I don’t know.” Kerry pushed his own cup away. He had ordered the lukewarm water, but that didn’t mean he had to drink it. The cup was as unwashed as everything else in the Lucky Pig, and several small bugs were doing laps in the liquid.
“I'm meeting up with him again tomorrow, I'll sound him out then.” Kerry had to word his next sentence carefully. “I wouldn’t bring up the charter though. He's skittish.”
“Aren’t all Rogues, the dishonest bastards.” Jace drummed his fingers against the side of the mug before taking another drink. “Well, find out what his Class is. As long as he’s not a Thief, we'll work with him. Call it three days from now but don’t make any promises. If Silas picks up Detect Traps, this mystery man of yours signs the charter, or he's on his own.”
Kerry experienced an interesting mix of emotions after Jace made his decision. He wanted to cheer at Jace’s agreement to work with Trent and had to fight to keep a grimace from his face at the Warrior’s arrogance. Jace just assumed everyone should be honored to join his team.
**********
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Professions were weird. Sergeant Cullen hadn’t talked much about them, and neither had anyone else Trent had known, leaving him puzzled at the new additions to his Status. What was a Sub Level? Why didn’t he get Free Attribute Points for picking up the only Professions available to him?
 
There were no new Skills or flood of knowledge that came with the Professions, only two new Quests. The strange thing about these Quests, Mine Ore and Gather Herbs, was that from what Trent could tell, they would only reward XP to the Profession that generated them.
 
Trent closed his Status and reached for a handful of dried branches he had gathered. Tossing them on to the small fire he had built, Trent held his hands in front of the flames. The warmth tickled the skin of his bare palms and face, and Trent batted at the flickering light, trying to catch the edge of dancing flames that were too weak to penetrate his fire resistance.
 
Night had come quickly after Trent left Arden’s shop. At a loss for where people slept in Bellrise, Trent had ventured outside the town’s walls to make camp a mile away. There were a few farmhouses to be seen nearby, but no one came to complain about the stranger in their fields, leaving Trent to believe his actions were normal.
 
Fire Manipulation grabbed hold of a string of campfire, holding it still, and Trent closed his hand around it. He chuckled in victory and then settled back. Tucking his mostly empty pack under his head, he stared up at the sky. Watching the stars make their appearance occupied him for almost an hour. He counted the twinkling dots as they appeared until there were too many to keep track of, then sat up with a sigh.
 
His negotiations with Arden had seemed like a success. Trent came to realize he had a lot to learn about the art of haggling. Had he gotten what he wanted, he and Dreq would be in the Trial now. 
 
But Arden had no Fire Spell to give, any more than he had Basic Spear. Instead, Trent settled for a battered and scorched book, and a small, egg-shaped stone, both of which had proven useless.
 
The Stone contained the common-ranked Skill, Spear. It wasn’t what Trent needed to increase his Survivalist level, but it was a start. Or it might have been, had Trent been able to learn the Skill. That he couldn’t, no matter how hard he concentrated on the Stone, disturbed him. It frightened him more than any Beast he had ever encountered. Had he reached his limit? Was he destined to be stuck with a Class that never leveled?
 
The thought panicked Trent enough that he was unable to conjure any excitement over the book, or rather the Spell Tomb. Arden had seemed hesitant to give up the tomb. After peering at the book for an hour, Trent suspected that had been an act. There were three Fire Spells recorded in what was left of the pages, and Trent couldn’t make heads or tails of them.
 
The pages weren’t even intact, not completely. Arden had said the burns and missing pages were due to a failed experiment at the forge, but a studious person could still pick out the important bits, which was good enough for Trent.
 
He should have looked at his prize more carefully. When he did, Trent discovered that the book was filled with diagrams and notations, which appeared to be in the Common tongue. If that were true, then Trent didn’t understand the language half as well as he thought he did. He read the words describing the first Spell, Firebolt, over and over until his eyes blurred and his head started to nod, without coming any closer to an epiphany on how to cast the Spell. This was supposed to be the way Mages traditionally learned Spells. True or not, it seemed a method that was beyond him.
 
Laying belly up beside the fire, soaking up the heat while digesting a generous portion of meat and fruit bought from street vendors, Dreq burped. The pup lifted his head, and his tail began to swish slowly when Trent’s violet eyes turned to him.
 
“I guess I'll stick to Archery and Mining for tomorrow,” Trent told his sleepy companion. “And if those squiggly lines in the book don’t make sense soon, I'll choose a Mage Class and hope that clears things up. It’s that or ask for help.”
 
Trent settled back against his pack and, folding his hands on his chest, he closed his eyes. Dreq grumbled and flipped over, moving closer to tuck in beside Trent.
 
“Book,” Dreq barked softly, resting his head on Trent’s knee. “Book. Help.”
 
“I don’t want to think about it,” Trent murmured. “I gave Arden two lengths of Elwire for the book and Stone. It will be another two pieces and a hundred pounds of iron ore if he comes up with the Spell or Skill Stones I wanted. How much you want to bet he manages to find them once I get him his payment?”
 
“Book, help,” Dreq formed the words carefully, convinced Trent misunderstood his intentions. Talking was hard. His muzzle was not the right shape, and somehow, the thoughts in his head never came out the way he meant them to. “Storage.”
 
“And that’s where it’s going to stay.” Trent picked Dreq up and settled the Dog on his chest. “It’s going to be cold tonight.” A heavy piece of furred hide was produced. Dreq’s mention of Storage reminded Trent of its existence. Dog and boy were soon wrapped up, and Dreq, satisfied with this arrangement, decided explanations could wait until later.
 




Chapter Twenty-Three

Kerry had to train Strength and Constitution according to the charter. It didn’t stop him from trying to raise his other Attributes. There were many ways to increase Strength that also built up Agility. He just had to be smart about it.
 
Normally, Kerry woke early every morning to run the Academy’s obstacle course. He would make two or three laps daily before anyone else pulled themselves out of bed. It was a practice that had served him well. Although he hadn’t seen much return to his Status, rising before the sun meant he was the first to the Questing Pillar on days without lessons.
 
When the obstacle course was occupied by Rogues who had dawn drills, like they did today, Kerry settled for running to the edge of the Dungeon’s domain and back. It was six miles round trip, a distance that took almost two hours to cover. Kerry’s Strength made him fast in short bursts. On longer distances, the extra weight of his muscles dragged him to a lumbering jog after a few yards.
 
A light drizzle mixed with sweat on Kerry’s face as he pushed himself forward. The rain barely cooled him, but he was grateful for the moisture that wet his lips and tongue. Soaked cloth rubbed at his skin in an annoying fashion, though his relatively high Constitution kept it from chafing too much.
 
Kerry guessed he looked a mess as he stomped through a puddle and splashed mud up his legs. He was grateful the only people nearby to see him were a group of farm kids, too wrapped up in their own games to pay him any mind. It was a local festival day, some sort of harvest celebration if Kerry remembered rightly, and the children were taking full advantage of the holiday.
 
Now that the necessary chores were done, a group of fifteen had come together to play a version of Beggar Taunt. One blindfolded boy held his arms out and swiped at the air as his friends ran past, giggling and shouting. The runners carried short sticks and took every opportunity to poke at the child designated as the Beggar.
 
The sticks weren’t a part of the game the way Kerry remembered it when he had played at their age. He wondered if there was a scoring system for touching the Beggar. A point for the back, two for the chest, maybe? Not that he could see much sense in keeping score in Beggar Taunt. The winner would be whoever wasn’t blindfolded.
 
Kerry had not learned his lesson yesterday. He really must pay attention to where he was going and what he was doing. A helpful puddle reminded him of this as his toes caught on a rock, and he splashed face first in the mud. He stayed put for a minute. When no jeers came from the direction of the children, he was confident he hadn’t been seen.
 
He rolled onto his back, nothing injured except for his pride, and swiped mud from his face. He let the rain wash the dirt and embarrassment from his skin. He should blame Jace, Holly, and Silas for his predicament, but he couldn’t work up any anger. He had signed the charter without reading it closely. He deserved this.
 
“Do you fall a lot? You should train Agility, or pick up Steady Footing. Or Acrobatics!”
 
“Yeah, ‘cause it’s just that easy, right?” Kerry muttered bitterly, “I'll do some somersaults and “bam,” have a new Skill! After that, I'll take my pocket change to the market and pick up Steady Footing. Shouldn’t be more than a couple coppers.”
 
“Is that all? I would have thought it would be more expensive. The common Skills in the market were going for silver, and I think Steady Footing is better than common.”
 
“I was being sarcastic! I know that…” Kerry sat up. Turning his head, he found himself looking at a face that wasn’t much older than his own, perhaps a bit younger. It was always hard to tell the age of a person that had Awakened their Status and leveled up a bit, but the violet-eyed youth with the sharp features still had soft cheeks and fair skin.
 
It was Dreq that helped Kerry connect the voice to Trent. Kerry had never seen Trent without his cowl and mask, and while his voice had seemed familiar, Kerry hadn’t placed it either. However, there was no mistaking the puppy in Trent’s lap, even if he was sopping wet.
 
The Dog was whining and trying to squirm away from Trent, who held him firmly in place with his left hand. The nimble fingers of his right hand were trying to tie a strip of cloth around Dreq’s eyes, and Dreq was not happy about it. Kerry would have been impressed by the Dexterity Trent displayed if not for the strangeness of the scene.
 
Forgetting his own misfortunes, Kerry asked slowly, “What are you doing?”
 
“We’re getting ready to train,” Trent answered. He squeezed Dreq slightly in agitation, as the Dog shook his head to impede Trent’s efforts. “Quit it! This is for your own good. It’s not a punishment!”
 
Trent’s words rang falsely to his own ears, but he didn’t let it show on his face. He had been annoyed to wake up and find that Dreq had chewed a corner of their makeshift blanket, ruining the hide. That annoyance may have played a part in his decision to make Dreq wear the blindfold first. They would have tried this training exercise regardless though, so it wasn’t really a punishment.
 
“Train? You are training your Dog with a blindfold? How?” Trent answered Kerry’s question by pointing in the direction of the children playing not far away. “You’re teaching your Dog to play Beggar Taunt?”
 
Trent stopped fiddling with the blindfold to give Kerry a serious look. “Play? I think you used the wrong word. I saw a similar exercise once. This one looks even more effective.”
 
Trent continued to be amazed at the ingenuity of pre-Awakened children. Kerry had called it Beggar Taunt? Trent thought it looked like a great way to build up combat awareness, Agility, and possibly Perception. Sergeant Cullen could learn a thing or two from the kids Trent had seen.
 
“But how is the Dog going to know what’s happening? It seems a little mean. To him, he'll just be blind while you poke at him.” Kerry bit down on his tongue. He was doing it again. Personal questions and criticisms were not how you started a conversation.
 
“I'm sure you know what you’re doing!” Kerry nearly shouted. He took a deep breath to calm himself. “He's your Dog after all. Nice weather we’re having, huh?”
 
Trent stopped tying the cloth around Dreq. He continued holding the puppy in place. He slicked back his hair and then held his hand out palm up to watch small raindrops splatter against it.
 
“It’s raining,” Trent said softly.
 
“Yeah, it kind of is,” Kerry said miserably, “and it’s cold.”
 
“I think I like the rain.” Trent lifted his face to the sky. “It’s refreshing. The cold doesn’t bother me much.”
 
Ignoring Kerry, whose jaw worked soundlessly as he tried to decide just how well or poorly this conversation was going, Trent lifted Dreq to eye level. “Is it mean to make you wear the blindfold first?”
 
When Dreq yipped and nodded his head enthusiastically, Trent set him on the ground and said, “Fine! I'll go first and show you how it’s done.”
 
Trent stood, and Dreq started prancing around happily until the boy’s words sunk in. He watched as Trent took a longer strip of cloth from where it was tucked in his belt and tied it over his eyes. Blindfold in place Trent bent and picked up two branches that he had set aside.
 
Trent started to push one branch towards Dreq and then hefted it contemplatively. “You can’t hold this very well, can you?” He turned to Kerry. “You’re training now. Do you want to join us? It should be good for Agility, which you need.”
 
Kerry was studying the back of his hands, which lay in his lap, and it took him a moment to realize Trent was addressing him. He looked up and found a stick pointed at his face. He took it uncertainly. “Ah, sure, could be fun. But Beggar Taunt is meant to be played in a group.”
 
“There’s two of you. That’s a group.” Trent tilted his head. “We could ask to join the others, but I don’t think it would be fair.”
 
“Beggar Taunt is never fair,” Kerry said, rising to his feet. He looked over at the circle of screaming children. The kid playing Beggar had switched, which surprised him. In his experience, the weakest, least popular child stayed blindfolded until the others tired of the game, and if by some twist of fate, one of the in crowd ended up wearing the blindfold, their friends helped them reverse the situation soon enough.
 
“What are the rules?” Kerry asked, noticing Trent holding a long stick of his own. “You touch me, and we switch?”
 
“No.” Trent walked to the center of the road and stood, his weight on the balls of his feet. “It would be over too quickly that way. You and Dreq attack how you like. We'll switch when… when we feel like it.”
 
Kerry looked at the puppy, who sneezed at him, then back at Trent. His partner did not generate a great deal of confidence. Then again, he didn’t think he would need any help. He sidestepped to the left moving as quietly as he could, seeking to get behind Trent as the traditional game of Beggar Taunt required. When Trent turned with him, unerringly facing him no matter how he moved, Kerry’s brow tightened.
 
“You know this doesn’t work if you can see through the blindfold, right?”
 
“That would be pointless.” Trent touched the strip of bear hide around his eyes, wondering if there were people in the world whose sight could penetrate the thick leather.
 
Kerry pursed his lips, sure that Trent was cheating. He resolved to overlook it. Rogues cheated; it was a given. Trent would hardly be a respectable backstabber if he played by the rules. What happened next turned Kerry’s worldview on its head.
 
Dreq, more aware of what Trent was capable of than the lumbering Warrior, had circled to the right when Kerry went left. He gave Kerry more credit than the boy was due, sure the absurd questioning of Trent’s integrity was to cover the Dog’s movement and provide an opportunity. An opportunity Dreq seized.
 
A streak of black was all Kerry saw as Dreq rushed forward. The Dog’s nose was stretched out, and there was no way for Trent to see him coming. Dreq’s lips parted in victory when he was inches away. When he was a foot beyond, his doggy grin faded, and when Trent’s stick poked him in the tail, sending him rolling into a puddle, it disappeared completely.
 
Kerry swallowed. Trent lifting his leg at just the right moment couldn’t be explained. The perfect thrust he delivered when his foot came down in a lunge was improbable. The way he swished his stick invitingly as Dreq pulled himself out of the mud was just insulting.
 
Dreq and Kerry exchanged nods and the game began in earnest. Kerry charged, vowing to teach Trent the Beggar's proper place. Dreq followed close behind, certain Kerry would fail but hoping for an opening he could exploit. Both were doomed to disappointment.
 
Trent had to step wide to avoid Kerry’s bulk, but his stick tapped the back of the brawny boy’s head as he sailed past. Dreq wasn’t spared either. He hopped to the side, and while he was moving, Trent’s relentless weapon pushed him over before his feet firmly touched the ground.
 
Kerry lost track of time as he explored a version of Beggar Taunt that had never existed on the streets of Al’drossford. Trent refused to admit that he was supposed to be at a disadvantage. His leg kicked the feet out from under Kerry again and again. His stick poked at every vulnerable spot the boy and Dog offered him.
 
Kerry wanted to shout, “cheater!” every time Trent made an impossible dodge. Before the words could leave his mouth, Trent would prove he didn’t need eyes to find his target, big or small. He would reach back and snatch Kerry’s branch away while pushing at Dreq with his toe. Armed with both sticks, Trent became a nightmare, and for a time, the Beggar became the chaser. This happened three times and lasted until Trent graciously handed the wooden weapon back to the disarmed Kerry.
 
In Kerry’s experience, there had been no fun in this game, but with Trent, the young Warrior found a new way of playing. Trent never laughed when Kerry fell, and there were no accidental kicks. Kerry was the one laughing, even as he rubbed the back of his head to relieve the sting of a poke. Trent would grin at Kerry’s outbursts but was too busy concentrating on pushing Dreq into puddles to fully join in.
 
Trent twisted his body to the side, his stick touching the side of Kerry’s neck, while his free hand snatched Kerry’s branch away. Kerry braced himself for another round of what he had come to call, Beggar's Revenge, and was surprised when Trent said, “Hold!”
 
The rain had ended at some point, and when Kerry collapsed in the grass, panting, it was sweat that soaked him. The ground was dry beneath him and the sky a chipper blue. The sun was more than halfway to noon. How long had they been at this?
 
“Did your Attributes go up?” Trent’s question was the very kind of personal intrusion Kerry had tried to avoid himself. Checking his Status and seeing a notification that his Agility had gone up, Kerry didn’t mind.
 
Only Trent wasn’t talking to Kerry, something Kerry discovered when Dreq barked excitedly. They were an odd pair. Trent talked to the Dog like he could understand, and there were times Kerry swore Dreq’s barking sounded like simple words.
 
“Good, then maybe we should go to the Trial now.” Trent pulled the cloth from his eyes. “You should drink water first if you’re coming with us. And the rest of you should explain what you want.”
 
Kerry sat up confused, and the water skin that would have landed on his chest hit him on the chin. It fell into his lap as Kerry looked at the audience they had acquired at some point. Fifteen dirty and amazed children sat in a broad circle all around the trio. Kerry had never noticed them arriving and suddenly felt very self-conscious about the morning’s activities. In his eyes, he hadn’t exactly lived up to the image of a hardened Adventurer.
 
The circle of children was quiet at first. Most were unwilling to meet Trent’s eyes as he waited for them to reply. That reply, when it came, was from the most unlikely source. Kerry expected one of the older boys to speak, but it was a young girl, about six years old, who stepped forward.
 
With straw-colored hair and cheeks red from the slight chill, the girl kept her eyes trained on the ball of mud that Dreq had become as she asked Trent, “Can we play too?”
 
“Play?” Trent scratched his head uncomfortably. “You can join us if you like. We can train awhile longer. We'll have to change things up some, though.”
 
Kerry wholeheartedly agreed with that. Trent shouldn’t be allowed to use a stick anymore, and at least one of his legs should be tied up behind his back. Perhaps, they could find a bag that would slide down over his torso. It would be more comfortable than a blindfold and restrict the use of Trent’s arms.
 
Kerry started to search for a way to diplomatically word his suggestions, but when he saw Trent begin to rub out an oval-shape that had been drawn on the road, he burst out, “No way! No way were you staying in that circle the whole time!”
 
“Of course I was!” Trent looked hurt by Kerry’s accusation and Kerry was tempted to fling the water skin at him. “There would be no challenge if I could move anywhere I wanted. You would never have gotten close. I'll need more space with so many people, though, otherwise you'll get in each other’s way.”
 
Trent’s assertion that the elimination of the confining circle was for his opponent’s benefit brought Kerry to his feet with a roar, “All right men, gather round! We go to war!”
 
**********
The war went badly for Kerry and the army, which he named the Farmers Field Militia. He blamed himself. Maybe coming up with a more inspirational designation for his troops or providing more charismatic leadership would have brought them success. As it was, they were outmatched from the beginning, and Kerry could only watch as his men were slaughtered.
 
The first casualties fell to fatigue. The legendary fortitude of farm brats wasn’t able to compete with Trent’s limitless energy. Kerry tried to rotate his teammates, allowing some to rest while the others battled on. Somehow, there were always more laying down than running.
 
The straw-haired leader was the biggest shirker. She claimed Dreq within the first five minutes and pulled the pup away, depriving Kerry of not only her services but also those of his most dedicated fighter. Kerry didn’t hold it against the Dog. Dreq looked none too pleased to receive a shower from Trent’s water skin and a snuggle from the implacable six-year-old.
 
Morale was also an issue. Not for the children. Kerry’s motivation took hit after hit, though he tried to hide it for the sake of keeping up his army's spirits. He might have had a brighter outlook if it weren’t for Trent’s stick. Trent used his hands with the children, sending them tumbling with light cuffs and pokes that made them giggle. Trent saw no need for kid gloves with Kerry. Every time Kerry turned around, wood whistled for his forehead or chest.
 
He should have had victory in his palm. Kerry had numbers on his side and a handful of experienced ten-year-olds, who were large for their age and wise in the ways of bullies. Only, just when Kerry was sure they had the Beggar cornered, Trent would flip over the heads of his assailants, wearing a serious look and calling for them to take their training more seriously.
 
It was Trent’s mobility that finally had Kerry waving the white flag. Kerry could only approach his foe when Trent allowed it, and Trent only allowed it when he decided Kerry needed a fresh introduction to the grass. The final act that broke Kerry’s will to fight was when Trent stole every stick to be found, and after an impossible flip, he landed on Kerry’s shoulders. Launching the spare sticks like javelins with his left hand and tapping the back of Kerry’s head with the branch in his right, Trent crushed all resistance. No man could continue on after that humiliation.
 
Trent looked disappointed when Kerry sank to his knees and gave up. Most of the children were sprawled in the grass, happily exhausted with the day’s game and unable to go on. One brave boy managed to stay on his feet long enough to approach Trent and ask to examine the blindfold. After verifying that it did indeed block all sight, the boy’s doubtful gaze became worshipful.
 
“How'd ya throw the sticks like that, iffen ya couldn’t see?” The boy exhaled, gripping the blindfold tightly.
 
Trent scratched the back of his head. Before he could explain that it was the children’s noisy laughter and heavy feet that gave them away, an angry adult voice shouted, “Oi! What’s going on here? Who, by the bleedin’ abyss, are you two?”
 
Three burly men came running over and, based on their rough clothing, Kerry guessed they were the Farmers, probably fathers or brothers to some of the children in Kerry’s army. Pushing himself to his feet, Kerry sought the words to explain why he and Trent were standing amidst a group of obviously exhausted and slightly battered children.
 
His tongue feeling as thick and clumsy as the rest of his body, Kerry realized there was no good explanation. There wasn’t a large age gap between himself and the kids, and he suspected that gap was even smaller for Trent. That wouldn’t matter to angry family members. In the eyes of the World, they were adults, with Status and Skill. Worse they were strangers, and Farmers were often suspicious of unfamiliar Adventurers.
 
Trent didn’t suffer from Kerry’s sudden tongue paralysis. He introduced himself to the largest of the red-faced Farmers with a short bow and offered an apology. “Sorry, sir, we didn’t mean to interrupt their training.”
 
“Training? What are you talking about?” The straw-haired girl ran up and grabbed the man’s hand, still clutching a miserable looking Dreq in her arms. The man pushed her behind himself as she tried to explain, and she kicked at his ankles in annoyance.
 
“You’ve got three seconds to tell me what’s going on here! You Adventurers aren’t welcome at the… you've got violet eyes!” The man’s own eyes were wide as he took in Trent’s appearance. “You’re Al’rashian!”
 
It was not a question. The man recognized Trent’s features, and Kerry silently cheered to hear Trent’s race announced. He had been nearly certain Trent wasn’t human. It was another personal subject he’d been avoiding. Not that there had been a lot of time for personal conversation with the ongoing war efforts.
 
Trent had squared his shoulders and lowered his chin at the Farmer’s aggression. When anger turned to astonishment, he didn’t know how to react. He was prepared for a fight. Now every eye studied him, marveling, the way Trent would at the sight of a new sword or Skill Stone.
 
“You’ve come for the festival? Of course, you have, and you’re welcome. Come along!” The man swept the little girl up with one hand and beckoned to Trent with the other. “Folks will be glad to see ya, never had an Al’rashian join the festival before! The games are about to start; you’ll want to hurry to get in on them.”
 
“Festival?” Trent’s voice was conflicted. He’d never been to a festival before. “We should be getting to the Trial.”
 
“You would be looking to clear the Trial, with those eyes, of course, you would!” The man’s head nodded approvingly as he shushed the girl in his arms who was clambering to be put down. “But the Trial will be there in the mornin’, and folks will be heartbroken iffen ya don’t join us.”
 
“They will? Why?” Trent found an arm around his shoulders and let himself be led away from the road.
 
“It’s the
Festival of the Fall,” The man said as if that explained everything. “Your friend can come, too, if he likes. He’d best behave himself, though.”
 
Kerry had been walking slowly behind the group that somehow excluded him. Suspicious eyes shot his way, making him stop. It made no sense to him for the Farmers to welcome Trent and not him. In every way, Kerry had more in common with the human residents of Bellrise’s outskirts than Trent did. He probably even knew some of the people that would be present. He’d done chores in the form of Quests for plenty of local Farmers.
 
But the expression on the face of the straw-haired girl’s father made it clear that while he said Kerry was welcome, his words were for Trent’s sake. That almost sent Kerry back to Bellrise on his own. The sight of Trent’s back getting smaller as he was dragged away, steadied Kerry’s resolve.
 
Welcome or not, he would be joining the festival! Too many opportunities had slipped through his fingers of late. Kerry thought he had made real progress with Trent that morning, and he wasn’t about to lose the ground he’d gained just because some pig-faced farmer gave him a dirty look!
 




Twenty-Four

The Farmers had set their festival up not too far from the road. Kerry was amazed by the preparations. The field had been transformed into a city of tables and tents. Areas had been roped off for various competitions, and fires built for cooking sent pleasant aromas flitting through the air. It seemed that every farming family within one hundred miles had gathered. Whatever the Festival of the Fall celebrated, the locals took it seriously.
And it was definitely the Festival of the Fall and not the Fall Festival. The children were the only people who seemed happy that Kerry had joined in the festivities, and even they looked at him cross-eyed when he made the mistake of misnaming the day’s events.
Kerry and his troops dogged Trent’s steps, eager to stay in their victorious foe’s shadow. Had there been the opportunity, they would have claimed the Al’rashian for their own. Their energy had been restored by the copious amounts of food to be had at the gathering, and they were ready for another round of Beggar Taunt.
They were no match for the adults, who had a firm hold over Trent’s time, and the younger crowd had to accept that. Kerry munched on a slice of warm apple pie while Trent was led from one group to another and introduced loudly again and again. The straw-haired father of the straw-haired girl was named Mick, and Mick announced Trent’s presence as if the Al’rashian boy was his own son, home after long years away at war.
That would have been amazing enough for Kerry, but if Mick was proud, Mick's neighbors were no less joyous to meet Trent. It was his eyes. They gaped over his Al’rashian features and complimented him on his firm grip when they shook his hand, but it was Trent’s eyes that they focused on.
Kerry did not get it. In a girl, the shade of purple that colored Trent’s corneas would be pretty. In a man, Kerry thought it was a silly color. Not that he said anything. It wasn’t an opinion that anyone else shared, and Kerry’s presence was barely tolerated as it was. He kept his mouth shut and looked for a chance to reclaim Trent for himself.
That chance never came. The
Festival of the Fall
did not meet Kerry’s expectations of a country celebration. Some of the traditional trimmings were there. A stage had been built by setting several wagons close together, and musicians played lively tunes while sitting atop a platform of planks laid across wagon beds. There was a space for dancing, and food could be found near to hand wherever you stood.
The musicians were largely ignored, and only a few young couples occasionally made use of the dancing area. It was the games, or rather Trent’s participation in said games, that drew the crowd’s attention, and those games were far more martial than Kerry expected.
Axe throwing and wrestling, even archery, Kerry could understand. It was the sword and knife competitions that were out of place. Except for the Militia members, most of the Farmers hardly knew one end of a blade from another. Trent looked embarrassed as they pushed him into the ring where he won handily, hardly expending any effort.
Kerry found himself growing uncomfortable as he witnessed Trent disarm yet another Farmer, only to have the older man gush praises instead of being suitably outraged at his defeat. It was like the man wanted to lose, as if Trent’s winning was a mark of honor for the community.
There were traditional games interspersed between these inept military displays. Foot races, pole climbing, and log tossing, Trent joined in these as well. In the log tossing, Trent saw his first defeat. That competition was won by a man twice Kerry’s height and width, however it was during these peaceful events that Trent came alive. Kerry thought it was the true competition that made the difference.
With a wooden weapon in hand, Trent was untouchable, but he came in second during a distance run, and only claimed victory in a sprint by a hair. His biggest opponent in the sprint was a slip of a girl who was none too pleased when Kerry intruded on her shy congratulations to slap Trent’s shoulder and comment on what a close race it had been considering his competitor.
Kerry watched the last competition of the day while nursing a mug of cider and gently poking at an eye he was sure would turn black. It turned out Farmers’ daughters weren’t as shy as they wanted you to think and much stronger than they looked. The girl he had interrupted could teach Academy students to throw a punch; her right cross had knocked Kerry on his ass.
Oddly, that punch had also broken the ice for Kerry. It was either the punch or the lecture on how girls could run just as fast as boys. Kerry couldn’t be sure which. Either way, it turned out plenty of others had felt the girl’s fury and viper’s tongue in the past. Kerry went from an unwelcome outsider to a fellow victim after that.
Despite the de-thawing, no one was willing to tell Kerry why the mood of the festival shifted when Trent insisted on being included in the last game. They had tried to talk him out of it. It was mostly for the kids, they pleaded, and the adults were just there to keep things interesting. It wasn’t dignified! He would get dirty.
Trent would not be dissuaded, though. The prize wasn’t important, and he could certainly keep things interesting. He never cared about getting dirty; he had the Self-Clean Charm. As for dignity, he could care less.
Kerry expected Trent to look smaller stripped to the waist, barefoot, and wearing just a pair of faded black trousers. Without his armor and weapons, Trent should have been diminished into a normal mortal like all the other participants. But rolling a pair of broad shoulders and stretching a narrow waist, his compact muscles rippling, Trent made every man present question their physique. Kerry prodded his own middle with a dissatisfied finger.
It wasn’t fair! You could raise your Attributes all you liked, but some things were determined by nature. Kerry was confident in his own Strength, but no matter how much he ran, his muscles were always concealed beneath a layer of comfortable fat. The girls that oohed and awed over Trent would probably shudder to see the hair that covered Kerry’s chest like a rug.
Or maybe not. Kerry thought he had a distinctly masculine air that less vain girls would find handsome. Not the girls here today, but the right girl would. These girls had obviously been raised on the unrealistic standards of bards’ tales. They even overlooked the fact that Trent needed a haircut.
Instead, they fought over who would be allowed to fix Trent’s hair for him. That argument was won by the heavy-handed girl that Kerry expected, and he would have won coin had anyone been stupid enough to take his bet. Instead of braiding it, or simply binding it, the falsely shy vixen wove a dark blue ribbon through Trent’s black shining hair, and to Kerry’s disgust, she blushed when Trent thanked her with a bow.
Trent finished his stretching and tugged at the ribbon self-consciously. All the women present said the tie made his hair glisten and looked appalled when he suggested cutting the unruly locks. Trent did not understand what they found so upsetting about the idea. He decided the ribbon was alright, so long as it kept the hair out of his eyes.
“Ya sure you wanna be in on this, lad?” A white-haired and bearded man to Trent’s left asked him. It was the third time he had done so. “Gonna get ugly in there. It always does. Ya might get hurt.”
“I've been hurt before. You get over it,” Trent said, rubbing his palms against his trousers.
“Yah, reckon that’s the truth.” The man’s eyes slid from a faded white scar on Trent’s shoulder to a fresher one on his back. “Well, remember, keep the kids safe as ya can. This is fer them.”
Trent nodded and flashed the man a grin. He lined up against a wooden fence with the other five men chosen to mediate the game, while twenty or so children manned the other side, tense expressions on their faces. The fence encircled an area sixty feet long and seventy feet wide. The center had been filled with mud, and considering the festival was held in a common area, far from any farm, Magic or Skills had probably been involved in its creation.
Two gates had been installed at either end of the fence. Behind one gate was an enclosed wooden pen that had been painted bright red. At the other gate, Mick stood, wearing a ceremonial white robe, and holding a staff. All eyes were on the Farmer as he raised the staff high and slammed it against the ground, shouting, “Release the Beast!”
Two girls wearing white dresses just as elaborate as Mick’s robe reached down and grasped handles attached to the red cage. They both winked at Trent before lifting the handles in unison, raising the gate of the pen. Trent wondered if the wink were part of the show and who they would have offered it to had he chosen not to participate.
Then the Beast came rushing out with a high-pitched squeal, and Trent was leaping over the fence to splash into the mud. The battle had begun.
He’d been looking forward to this ever since he’d overheard it being planned. A fierce, unarmed exhibition of Agility and cunning was how he pictured it. The planners had been worried it would last too long or end in victory for the sly Beast. Apparently, that had happened in the past when the animal wore out the pre-Awakened warriors with its slippery maneuvering. Though he was told he mustn’t interfere with the hunt itself, Trent had found the prospect of a front row seat exciting enough to offset his disappointment.
The reality didn’t quite live up to the image he had built in his head. The men went over the fence and the children slipped through it as “The Beast” made its appearance. “The Beast" was a pig! More precisely, it was a piglet, not much taller than Dreq, and greased to a shine. Its battle cry pierced Trent’s ears, a shrill annoying sound and nothing like the howl he had envisioned.
Trent was at a loss as he watched the pig dash through the spread legs of one boy without offering a bite or a kick as it went. The boy’s arms closed on air, and though the pig didn’t so much as nudge him, the redheaded boy still fell face first in the mud. When one of the mediators set the boy back on his feet, wiped the mud from his eyes, and then pushed him back into action, Trent realized why everyone had tried to talk him out of participating.
It seemed his job was to keep the pig and the children running, not to gloriously hold off a raging Beast while the kids… Trent wasn’t sure what he had expected the kids to do. From his interactions with them, he’d learned that the un-Awakened were hopeless when it came to combat. Their zeal for training was admirable, but their reflexes just weren’t developed, a fact that these tiny warriors demonstrated again and again.
Trent stomped his foot, sending the pig racing back towards them, and called for the boys to spread out and encircle the creature. They ignored him, bouncing off one another as the piglet ran by unhindered. He shouted encouragement, joining the other men in picking up boys that lost their footing. It was amazing how they managed to do that. The mud was not that deep. Trent didn’t even need Steady Footing to stay upright in the mess.
The planners had worried the event might last too long, and Trent was starting to share their concerns. Trent lifted a crying boy over the fence and placed him in the hands of his waiting mother. He was the third such warrior Trent had carried from the battlefield and all in about ten minutes. At this rate, it wasn’t time, but the piglet’s victory that Trent worried over. He had to find a way to turn the tide.
There was one warrior that Trent thought might carry the day. Evelyn, Mick’s straw-haired daughter, had the courage to accomplish the impossible. That could be seen by the fact that she was the only girl that had chosen to participate. Trent just had to push the pig in her direction.
Finding Evelyn was simple enough. Turning away from the fence, she was the first thing Trent spotted. Perhaps it was because she was lighter than the other children, or maybe she had Awakened and learned a Skill that let her traverse the mud with ease. Whatever steadied her feet, Evelyn practically flew over the muck, not gracefully but certainly fast.
It would have been more impressive if she hadn’t been running towards Trent and away from the pig that squealed as it chased her. With only seconds to act, Trent leapt into action. Grabbing Evelyn by the waist, he lifted her up, turned her around, and set her back on the ground. Then stepping past the screaming girl, Trent hooked his foot under the piglet’s belly and propelled it into the air, shouting, “Catch!”
Mothers gasped, pressing their hands to their mouths. Fathers shrieked, pulling at hair and beards. Evelyn continued screaming, but when the piglet neared her, she closed her eyes and swung her arms out. When they closed, those arms wrapped around the mud and grease-covered pig.
It couldn’t last. The wide eyes of all present expected to see Evelyn’s hold broken instantly by the valiant hog. All eyes except Trent’s. He was confident that any hands that could hold Dreq against his will for an entire day could wrestle a simple pig into submission.
It was a toss-up which was louder and shriller, the pig’s squeals or Evelyn’s screams. With eyes squeezed shut and arms clasped tightly, the girl’s face was as pink as the piglet had been at the start of the game. Amazingly, somehow, she persevered. The pig squirmed and wiggled but could not escape.
“To the exit gate!” Trent’s voice went up an octave as he shouted, “Quickly! Move! With a purpose! Now!”
Evelyn had never been taught to move with a purpose. The phrase was merely gibberish to her. It was probably her father’s presence and not Trent’s command, that caused her eyes to pop open and her feet to fling mud as she ran. She ran bawling and screaming, mouth open and snot flowing, but she ran, and she kept hold of her pig. She almost made it too.
She was only a few feet away from the open gate and her father when the pig scrambled loose. Girl and piglet exited side by side, one to be captured by quicker, sturdier hands than those of a child and the other to be swept up by her father, who held her high and announced, “The winner!”
Evelyn’s tears stopped immediately as the crowd roared in approval. Wiping her nose on the sleeves of her father’s robe, Evelyn lifted her tiny fists and shook them in victory. Her eyes shone, terror forgotten, as she remembered why she entered the arena in the first place. The pie and wooden sword that had been offered as prizes were hers!
Climbing back out of the pit, Trent cast Self-Clean. He had to cast it a few more times as the mediators climbed out beside him and slapped his back with mud-covered hands thanking him for his intervention.
“Could-a lasted forever if not fer you, lad,” one man said, slumping to the ground and leaning against the fence. “Hafta remember that fer next year.”
“It’s alright fer him to do it,” another said twirling his mustache between his fingers. “The violet-eyed... Well, proper fer him to help, but tisn’t right fer us. Is it?”
“Damned iffen I know, but I fer one will be tryin’ it.” The first man made a kick with his foot and frowned at the results. “If I can. ‘Spect it’s harder than it looks.”
Kerry, who had been holding Trent’s pack, trotted up just then and recognized the man who spoke. A widower with no children, Jeb was a frequent poster of Quests. Kerry had cleaned the man’s barn often enough to be comfortable asking, “If everyone hates it, why do it?”
“Tradition, Kerry boy! Tradition!” Jeb thumped the ground with his fist for emphasis. “And it’s not usually as bad as it has been the last few years. The youngins these years is smaller and younger than they should be. The last crop of chasers Awakened sooner than we expected.”
“Maybe it’s time for a new tradition, Jeb. That was brutal.” Kerry shuddered as he handed the pack to Trent. “This Storage Device of yours is weird, Trent. I saw you put your shirt in it, but all I can find inside is a pickax and a rolled-up hide.”
“Ya can't change tradition, Kerry!” Jeb snorted. “That’s why they call it tradition and not… not…”
“Foolhardy? Stupid? Asinine?” The light feminine voice that cut through Jeb’s floundering caused everyone but Trent to wince. Kerry quickly stepped back as a slender girl in a green dress replaced him in front of Trent. “If not for Trent, you would have had to catch the pig yourself, Jeb Miller.”
“Wasn’t as bad as all that. The boys were startin’ to find their rhythm!” Jeb matched the girl’s disapproving tone, and Kerry found himself admiring the man for his courage as he covered his swollen cheek with his hand. “And you mind how you talk to your elders, Cally Damcott. You keep that tongue for your siblings and remember your manners.”
Cally dismissed the old man with a sniff and turned back to the original reason she’d come over. “Trent, you’re not going to wear that ratty old shirt, are you? And those pants are a disgrace. We can surely do better than that!”
“This is my best shirt. And my armor will cover it,” Trent answered. He tried to move back, but Cally matched him step for step, sticking close as she brushed at his shoulders.
“That won’t do. You can’t wear armor all the time!” She took the pack from Trent’s hands and thrust it back at Kerry. “You come with me. My brother’s feast day clothes will fit you well enough. I may have to take the pants in, and you’re a little taller, but I’m a fine hand with a needle. A good cook too, you won’t find better in Bellrise! Have you tried my…”
Kerry settled down beside Jeb as Cally hooked her arm through Trent’s and led him off forcefully. Kerry wanted to rescue Trent, he really did, but he had already felt the girl’s fist once. Once was plenty. “Temper on her, huh?”
“Not the word to describe it, lad. Bad as her mother,” Jeb muttered, “and twice as stubborn. Best you get your friend back to Bellrise sharp like after the burning, you hear? And keep him away from the Damcott barn. What Cally sets her sights on, she usually gets. You don’t fight the Damcott women, you run and hide.”
“That’ll do, Jeb.” Where Cally's voice had the men wincing, the new voice sent them jumping to their feet. Kerry kept his seat, watching in disbelief as Jeb blushed and quickly retrieved his shirt, which he hadn’t felt he needed before.
Kerry looked to the owner of the cool voice, with its unfamiliar accent. He expected to find a woman older than Cally, mature and beautiful to match the smooth, rich tones she spoke in. The face he looked up at held more lines than Jeb’s, and her hair was whiter. Wearing a grey dress and white apron, the woman was thin and stern-looking though an understanding smile lit her eyes.
“You men best be off. There’s still work to be done before dinner and the remembrance.” It was startling to hear such a young voice coming from lips thin with age, and Kerry had to wonder if there was another speaker hiding behind the old woman.
“That there is, Gran, that there is. Come on, lads, it’s not all games for us.” Jeb bobbed his head and touched his brow before hurrying off with the others in tow. Kerry would have followed them, but they were gone before he could find his feet, and he was left with the thought, just how old did you have to be for a man like Jeb to call you Gran?
“Older than you think,” the woman said, reaching out and pinching Kerry’s cheek. “Not that you should be thinking it at all.”
At first Kerry thought the woman had read his mind, then, “Did I say that out loud?”
“You did,” The woman confirmed with a brisk nod.
“I'm sorry, Gran,” Kerry said horrified. “I didn’t mean to! I would never–"
“Only Jeb Miller calls me Gran, and that’s because he’s as rotten an old man as he was a boy! Most call me Elder Geisel.” Geisel's face softened. Kerry’s broad face was so twisted with remorse, it was difficult to chastise him. “But you can call me Gran if you like. Gran but not Granny, I won’t stand for that piece of ridiculousness!”
After Kerry relaxed some and said yes ma'am, Geisel reached out and poked at his cheek. “You'll have a nasty bruise by morning if you don’t take care of that. Here, try this.”
She pulled a flat round container from the pocket of her apron and handed it to Kerry. Opening it, Kerry’s eyes filled with tears at the pungent herbal aroma that suddenly assaulted him. “Do I have to, Gran? It smells stronger than what I need.”
“What you need is to do as your told. Just rub a bit under your eye. And be careful not to touch the eye itself!” she admonished. After Kerry applied the salve as directed and returned the container to her, she said, “Good, you can listen. That will help. Walk with me… Kerry, yes?”
“I've heard talk from those you've worked for, and they all say you’re an upright lad. In fact, I haven’t heard a bad word about you all day, except for some light complaining from Cally, most of which you earned.” Kerry fell in beside Geisel as she began walking. She walked slowly but not with the careful steps of the aged. She maintained a comfortable pace for conversation, and if anything, Kerry felt clumsier than usual matching her graceful, measured stride.
“People are saying good things?” Kerry coughed into his hand. “That’s surprising. From the looks I've been getting, I thought the Guild had put out a bounty on me.”
“Those looks have less to do with you and more to do with the festival.” Geisel cast an amused look at him. “Outsiders generally aren’t welcome to the Festival of the Fall.”
“Trent seems welcome enough,” Kerry grumbled. He brightened as a thought occurred to him. “Is he from one of the local families?”
“Trent Embra is the other reason you’re getting looks you don’t deserve.” Geisel stopped to let a few children run by before resuming her walk and speaking again. “He is one of us, though not in the way you mean.”
“Prick the finger of any settled resident in Duke Al’dross’s territory, and Al’rashian blood will flow. The city may not remember, but the land, and those of us that work the land, we remember. We keep the traditions, even the foolish ones.” She flashed him a smile, white teeth, bright and healthy seeming out of place in her wrinkled face. “And one of those traditions is that violet eyes are always welcome.”
“And another is pig chasing?” Kerry quipped, feeling lost in the conversation.
“Cally would be surprised to learn that that tradition has been toned down considerably from its origins.” Geisel laughed, shaking her head, and then tucked a stray wisp of white hair back behind her ear. “The Boar Hunt was more thrilling. The pig chasing is safer and an important part of our heritage.”
“Boar Hunt? Then shouldn’t the men do the chasing?”
“The age of the participants and the number of minders are two things that have not changed. We coddle the young too much these days, but the blood has thinned, and we live in peaceful lands.” Kerry stopped walking as he tried to determine whether that had been a joke or not. The winner of this year’s chase had been a six-year-old girl! If the age of the participants had not changed, then was there a time when Evelyn would have been required to kill a boar in order to claim her prize?
“But now it is time for you to answer questions, Kerry.” Geisel spun on her heel and stopped. Kerry had to look up to meet her gaze. It was a strange feeling. In his mind, the elderly were like children, small and frail, in need of protection. Geisel had a presence like an oak tree, tall and unwavering. “Why are you traveling with Trent Embra? What are your intentions?”
“My intentions?” Kerry wanted to bluster, to tell the woman it was none of her business, but he found himself answering sincerely, “I want his help in the Dungeon. And, if possible, I'd like to be his friend.”
“That’s good! See that it stays that way,” Geisel tapped a long finger against his chest, “for your own good.”
“You’re worried I might harm him!” Kerry’s eyes narrowed indignantly. “I would never–"
He didn’t expect the laughter. It broke over him and, in other circumstances, the warmth of it would have been comforting. Geisel's laughter was free and young, and her breath smelled of mint and lavender. Knowing the laughter was directed at him spoiled its charm.
“I do not worry for Trent Embra, Kerry lad.” A hint of derision further soured Geisel’s pleasant tones. “The people I talked to today said you were smart and meant well, but that you are too trusting. They didn’t say that you were blind.
“Did you fall asleep watching the games today? The boy you would befriend won nearly every event against men twice his size and age. They were not holding back. While you,” another tap to Kerry’s chest to drive her point home, “were slapped to the ground by a girl who barely stands as high as your chin. It’s not Trent’s safety I worry about.
“It’s for a lad that folks say is too trusting, one who had been burned in the past. The problem with boys who have been burned is that sometimes they like to see others suffer from the same mistake.” She reached into the pocket of her apron and pulled out the flat container again. She pressed it into his hand and said, “You keep this, Kerry. It’s good for burns as well as bruises, just mind you don’t get it in your eyes. Hopefully, it will remind you not to burn Trent Embra, because if you do, you'll find out why the violet-eyed are welcomed wherever the Al’rashians are honored. As a hint, it’s not because they’re such fun to have at parties.”




Twenty-Five

“Your feet are too far apart,” Trent said absently, picking at the embroidery that decorated his sleeve. “And use both hands; left hand guides, right hand powers the strike.”
Trent and Kerry had claimed a seat on the grass after a dinner of roasted meat. Evelyn soon found them. This time, she was not looking for Dreq. The Dog was left sleeping, innocently curled up on Trent’s lap as Evelyn showed off her new wooden weapon. Somehow her prideful exhibition had turned into a serious lesson on the finer points of delivering a slash.
“You would think you were a Swordsman, the way you’re correcting her stance.” Kerry leaned back on his elbows, shaking his head., “She’s six, Trent. And quit picking at the threads. Cally will have a fit if you ruin that shirt!”
He looked about nervously, hoping his words didn’t summon a demon. Cally would probably forgive Trent for damaging the shirt. She might hit Kerry again just because. Trent didn’t see it, but Kerry knew her type.
“I am a Swordsman.” Trent reluctantly stopped messing with his sleeve. Although the white shirt with the red flowers embroidered from wrist to shoulder fit him, he didn’t think it suited him as well as the black shirt he’d been ordered not to wear. “What does Evelyn’s age have to do with anything?”
“Yeah, you’re a Swordsman. That’s why you wear knives everywhere.” Kerry rolled his eyes in the direction of Trent’s belt. “I'm surprised Cally let you keep those. It spoils the look.”
“Let me? She insisted! Said I wouldn’t look proper without them.” Trent let the doubts about his Class slide and began tugging at his cuff again. “This shirt feels weird.”
“It’s a perfectly good shirt. You look as pretty as a maid in it. If there’s a beauty competition later, you should enter.” Kerry pulled his feet back as one of Evelyn’s strikes came perilously close to his ankles. “With that shirt and the ribbon in your hair, you'll win for sure.”
“You boys ready for the burning?” Jeb planted himself beside Kerry with a groan, sparing Trent from having to decipher what Kerry’s beauty competition comment meant. “You've chosen a prime location for viewing.”
That prime location was at the bottom of a small hill, some distance away from the rest of the festival. Kerry and Trent had followed a group of men carrying logs here, with the intention of helping set up for whatever the burning was. Their help had been turned down, and they settled for watching as the men piled the logs in a square pit.
“What is the burning, Jeb?” Looking around Kerry could see the rest of the crowd making their way over to form a circle around the log filled pit. The previous jubilation that had marked the day was gone. Solemn faces and quiet murmuring replaced the celebration as people found places to sit.
Jeb took the wooden sword from Evelyn and pulled her into his lap, hushing her complaints before answering Kerry. “The burning is for watching, Kerry boy, and that’s all you need to know for now. Unless you’re planning on settling down in these parts. With Cally perhaps, hmmm?”
Kerry made a gesture to ward off evil while giving Jeb a dirty look. Any comment that might have accompanied the gesture was lost as a rhythmic thumping began to sound from the top of the hill. Looking behind, Trent and Kerry noticed the festival musicians had stationed themselves there and were beating out a steady cadence.
The instruments they struck were made of hide stretched over a framework of wood, and though the musicians were only using thin sticks to strike them, the sound they created could be felt in the bones. Hypnotic and powerful, the drums stirred all present, and Kerry clutched his hands together with anticipation, wondering what the instruments summoned. That was the feeling they evoked, the sense that an army was approaching.
As the sun drifted downwards to rest at the edge of the horizon, the watching crowd parted for a group of ten men that walked forward, matching their steps to the beat of the drums. On their shoulders, the men carried an intricately carved and constructed replica of a castle, a fortress, ten feet high and twice as long. The drums beckoned, and the men answered their call, moving purposefully to lay their burden on top of the pyre.
The drums stopped with a suddenness that made Kerry sit up straight and catch his breath. As one, the bearers, freed from their labor marched back the way they had come, and the parted crowd filled back in to cover their retreat.
“It’s Al’drossford.” In the silence, Trent’s whisper rang loudly, starling Kerry.
“It’s a castle, not a city,” Kerry whispered back. He had grown up in Al’drossford and was intimately familiar with the city’s design. Nothing in the wooden carving brought to mind the streets of his home.
“Not the city, the Keep,” Trent answered. He swallowed, trying to push down a lump that suddenly obstructed his throat.
“Not Al'drossford,” Jeb said in a low serious voice. “Older than that, much older. Now, hush.”
Kerry barely heard Jeb. He had lived in Al’drossford for fourteen years, and never once seen the Keep. He could describe the bridges across the Streg River and knew almost every point of interest from the outer wall to the inner, but beyond those guarded inner gates was a blank. Why would Trent think the carving was of the keep? How could he know what the Al’dross Stronghold looked like?
Kerry would have blurted out these questions despite Jeb’s remarks, but the drums came again, silencing him better than Jeb’s raspy murmur could. The same cadence, slow and driving, and once again, movement from the crowd. Elder Geisel stepped out this time, her grey dress and white apron replaced by a crimson robe.
In her arms, cradled like a child, she carried a sword. At first, Kerry thought the blade was made of metal but straining his eyes, he saw the sword was crafted from wood, the same dark wood as the castle. Kerry glanced at the toy Evelyn held in her chubby hands. There was no comparison to be found there.
Evelyn’s prized blade was little better than two boards stuck together and lightly shaped. The sword that Geisel held carried the weight of a true weapon. Single-edged, with a broad blade that bore a noticeable curve and a long hilt meant for two hands, it was easy to imagine a warrior wielding the sword to drive off an invading army. Under the influence of the drums, it was even easier for Kerry to imagine himself as that warrior.
Geisel’s stately stride brought her before the unlit pyre, and Kerry expected the drums to halt again as she came to a stop. Instead, the drums sounded louder, pushing at Kerry, demanding… something. He felt the urge, the need to move, but just like everyone else, he kept to his seat. Whatever the drums called for, it wasn’t meant for him.
Wrapped up in his own thoughts, Kerry did not see Trent stand. His fluid movement wasn’t enough to break the drums’ spell. Trent pulled on his gloves, equipped his cowl, and tugged his mask into place, all without being noticed. Not by Kerry, at least. At the pyre, Geisel bowed. Turning, she noticed Trent’s preparations, and the gleam that lit her eyes said she approved.
The rhythm of the drums spoke to all, but what they stirred in Trent was unique. Everyone wanted to move, each in their own way wanted to act. Only Trent was unable to remain still, unable to resist the call. There was something required of him. His feet carried him to Geisel, and his hands took the hilt of the sword of their own volition. Geisel surrendered the sword with a sad smile, then she was gone, and Trent was left alone before the image of a castle that wasn’t the one in Al’drossford.
The drums paused after one last thunderous beat, for the briefest of moments, and when they resumed, they were wilder, fiercer than before. Swelling in sound and speed, the drums crashed with a sense of urgency, and a howling from the assembled crowd answered them. Kerry shivered as black-cloaked figures swept out from all sides to converge on the pyre, screaming in rage and anguish.
The sun had set without fanfare, and without anyone to light it, the pyre erupted with fury to replace it. Flames licked at the sky, illuminating the surroundings while deepening the shadows and threatening to consume the replica of a long-forgotten fortress.
The black-cloaked figures rushed to where Trent stood with his back to them. He turned to face them, sword held in both hands, low and steady. His mask was void of features, but the cloaked attackers tossed back their hoods to reveal masks of their own, and theirs were anything but unexpressive.
Leering faces, twisted in evil grins, and eyes weeping blood, there was more expression but less humanity on the faces of the figures as they broke apart to dance with abandonment in circles around Trent and the burning fortress. The screams that issued from their throats were wordless, yet still obscene, as the dancers twirled and leaped, kicking their legs high and throwing their arms wide.
Kerry did not recognize the faces depicted on the masks. Trent did. In his mind, the dancers became what they represented: Terrors and Fleshlings, Beasts and Orcs. He held his sword and waited. The enemy would come; they had to. This was a battle already lost, and all that remained was one last act of defiance.
The dancers produced weapons of their own and came for Trent in a flurry of movement. The end had come, and Trent joined the dance. The drums instructed him, and his body moved in a way that he had always actively repressed. Ocean Meets the Shore was a Technique meant for the blade in his hands, but it was beyond his capability to utilize.
In a true battle, Trent would be hindered by the Skill. Tonight, with drums to guide and an experienced blade to show him the way, Trent learned what could be accomplished with the Al’rashian’s greatest sword form. Dancers tumbled as Trent swung the Al’rashian longsword. Wood whistled over heads as monsters in masks slid underneath and narrowly missed bodies, as dancers flipped themselves in response to Trent’s movements.
Rolling to their feet, cloaks swirled as men and women continued to circle the fire and throw themselves at the Swordsman before the pyre. It could have lasted forever, but Al’rashia was no more and Windshire Stronghold had fallen. The dance had to end as well.
None of Trent’s strikes had connected with flesh; he had enough awareness of himself to hold back. It was a near thing, at times, as fire and drums forced his heart to beat wildly and his blood to pulse. Then the last foe presented itself, and the drums screamed into Trent’s mind, demanding he deliver a blow to finish things. The armored Knight that flowed towards him, the one three times taller than any man had a right to be, had to die.
Trent’s blade was a blur, both from the speed with which he struck as well as the power he imbued in his sword. Wood cracked, and the dancers let out one final howl as the Knight was split at the waist and the torso of the enemy, a mannequin built of straw and twigs, fell into the fire to burn with the Stronghold.
Kerry had come to his feet at some point. He couldn’t say when; he didn’t know how much time had passed. Sweat covered his face as if he had been one of the dancers, and he expected to see the masked Swordsman collapsed on the ground. Kerry felt like doing so, and he had been an observer. It was unreasonable for the Swordsman to have the energy to stand after participating as he had.
And he did fall, though not how Kerry envisioned. Turning back to the pyre, the Swordsman mimicked the motions of sheathing his sword and then, holding the blade close to his side, he knelt. On one knee, Trent bowed his head and pressed a fist against the soil.
“A head lowered in reverence, a hand to earth for what must be protected, and another to hilt for the means.” The drums had stopped, and again Kerry couldn’t say when the change had occurred. When Geisel spoke into the stillness, he jumped, drawing an amused look from Jeb.
In her crimson robes Geisel stood over the kneeling Trent and cast a handful of herbs into the fire. The flames burned higher, turning from red to a brilliant blue, and then she knelt beside Trent and placed a hand on his back. “We remember the Fall of Al’rashia.”
The crowd echoed her words, all except for Kerry, whose mouth merely hung open. From a hundred feet away, Kerry could feel the heat of the pyre and he couldn’t understand how Geisel and the Swordsman could stand so close. When he found his voice, all Kerry could say was, “Jeb, what was that?”
“The Burning of Windshire Stronghold, or how it might have happened.” Jeb cleared his throat and set Evelyn aside long enough to stand. “None can say for sure; no one saw it happen. Ha! None have ever seen it danced this way in more years than I care to think.”
“You let children watch this?” Kerry waved a hand at Evelyn, whose round red cheeks wore a grave expression that was unnatural on the tiny girl. “It will give her nightmares! Noemi's mercy, it’s gonna give me nightmares!”
“Our kids are made of sterner stuff than you, Kerry boy.” Jeb placed his boney chin on Evelyn’s head and gave her a squeeze. “They watch so they’ll remember after we're gone. Later tonight, parents will tell the story of the fall and hand out sweets. It’s tradition.”
Kerry didn’t have anything to say to that. He stared at the flames which still burned blue, and then at Geisel and the Swordsman who knelt there. He gave out a choked gasp when the embroidery on Trent’s sleeves identified the figure he had thought was just another dancer.
Dropping his gaze, Kerry found Dreq was sitting beside him, but Trent was long gone. “He… He really is a Swordsman, isn’t he?”
“He told you he was,” Jeb chuckled. It was a tired, weak noise conveying that he was as drained by the night as Kerry was. “I swear, Kerry boy, this is what gets you into trouble. You don’t pay attention.”
**********
It would take the rest of the night for the bonfire to burn itself out. Trent, Kerry, and Jeb, along with all the single young people from the surrounding farms, had volunteered to watch it and make sure the flames didn’t leave the pit. That was the reason given anyhow.
The truth was that once the older folks had taken the children to bed, a new festival began. Less skilled but more enthusiastic musicians played long into the night while the young Awakened men and women laughed and danced. Barrels of cider were broken out, and liquors with a kick were passed around. A few older Farmers like Jeb made sure that the revelers kept away from the fire. Otherwise, they stayed out of the way, content to watch and drink and share stories of past festivals.
Kerry expected the Farmers’ daughters that had chased Trent all day to swarm over the violet-eyed Swordsman once their mothers weren’t watching, but other than Jeb, the locals avoided Trent. However, it wasn’t the cold shoulder that Kerry had received earlier. Instead, Trent was subjected to looks of reverence and near worship for his exploits during the burning.
Only Evelyn still had the courage to treat Trent the same way she always had. Her parents had dragged her off hours ago, protesting and complaining the whole way. She would have taken Dreq with her, but the Pup had hidden himself behind Trent and refused to answer the girl’s calls. That might have set the tired six-year-old to kicking and screaming, but Trent had forestalled it by taking out a small carving knife. Evelyn watched with bright eyes as Trent turned her wooden sword into a much more refined toy weapon, and she solemnly promised to practice what he had taught her before letting her parents carry her to bed.
Geisel had never reclaimed the wooden Al’rashian longsword from Trent after the dance, and while the true Festival of the Fall took place around him, Trent sat with it in his lap, trying to reclaim the feeling the blade had given him during the dance. It was no use. No matter how hard he concentrated, he could not hold on to the mastery that had swelled up while he defended the burning castle.
He ran his bare hands along the wood and sighed. If there had been fewer people present, he might have stood and gone through the forms that had always tripped him up. It was probably a good thing the Farmers and Militia members were here. It would have been discouraging to have performed so well without conscious knowledge only to fail when he tried to relive the moment.
“You’re a Swordsman, and you have the Detect Trap Skill. That I can accept!” Kerry blurted out the words he’d been holding back, and Trent welcomed the interruption. “It’s unusual but not unheard of.”
In fact, many of Kerry’s instructors had told the Academy students, repeatedly, that anyone could learn Detect Trap. It was easier for Archers and Rogues, but it wasn’t a Class-specific Skill. There were many Skills, like Harvesting and Herbalism, that anyone could learn with the right affinities and enough effort.
“But how did you know the dance?” Cider sloshed in Kerry’s mug as he gave a frustrated swing of his arms. “And how could they let you? It looked dangerous! You almost hit some of the dancers! You couldn’t possibly have practiced!”
Trent saw his opportunity and carefully baited his trap. “How do you know what sub-levels are? It’s the same thing.”
“That… that has nothing to do with anything!” Kerry shook his head and pulled the hide that Trent had lent him more tightly around his shoulders. “Everyone knows about sub-levels; it’s not the same at all!”
Trent bit his tongue in frustration. It would have been acceptable if Kerry had avoided the trap, but the barrel-shaped youth blundered through it like it wasn’t even there. Maybe verbal Traps were different from tripwires after all.
“It's ancestral knowledge, Kerry boy!” From his place on Kerry’s left, also wrapped in one of Trent’s hides, Jeb helped the young warrior completely avoid the conversational bait Trent had laid out. “It's in the blood, bred in the bones, dipped in the mucus. How could he not know?”
“You’re drunk old man.” Kerry tossed a pebble in Jeb’s direction and took another drink from his cup. “And making less sense than normal. You don’t just know a dance that complicated–"
Kerry broke off with a yawn. His eyes slid shut, and his mug fell from his hand as he slumped over asleep. Jeb and Trent were startled by the suddenness of it. Jeb struggled to his feet, almost falling over backward when his nose unleashed a sneeze that wracked his whole body.
Casting a wide-eyed look around, Jeb spotted what he had missed before. Young lovers huddled before the fire, dozing against each other’s shoulders. Gruff old Farmers snored where they sat, and young people yet to partner off slept in unnatural positions in the grass where they had fallen while dancing. The music had ended without Jeb’s noticing, and prized instruments lay forgotten on the ground as their owners’ soft breathing played a different kind of melody.
“Damn it, Gran, you witch!” Jeb grumbled, trying to fight off the sleep which threatened to overtake him. “I'm not a child! You can’t tuck me into bed whenever you feel like.”
His protests useless, Jeb let out his own yawn and fell over next to Kerry. Realizing what was happening and thwarting it were two different things. Had he seen it coming, Jeb still would have fallen prey to the sleep which crept up on the wind.
Standing with the wooden sword in hand, Trent swallowed as Geisel stepped into the light. The flickering firelight added more lines to her face, making her look like the witch Jeb named her. She had changed back into her dress and apron, and she winked at Trent as she took another pinch of dust from the pouch in her hand.
She sprinkled the substance directly into Jeb’s face, saying, “He was always a stubborn child.”
“Witch?” Trent asked softly, his hands shifting on the hilt of the weapon that, outside of the night's festivities, was as much a toy as Evelyn’s sword. He tossed it away and drew Sorrow and Strife. In the face of Geisel’s power, the bone handles of his knives hardly reassured him.
“An insult, not a Class. The fool knows I'm an Herbalist,” Geisel said dryly, tucking her pouch into the pocket of her apron. “You won’t need your weapons, Trent Embra.”
“An Herbalist can do that?” Trent lifted his chin to indicate where Kerry had rolled over in his sleep to drape an arm over Jeb’s chest. The two breathed in and out in unison, looking peaceful, though Trent doubted that peace would last if they woke in their current position.
“Herbalists do more than grow plants. You should know that; you hold the Profession yourself.” Geisel smoothed the front of her apron as she approached. “Powders, salves, and potions belong as much to us as they do to Alchemists. Some of the more impressive alchemical arts are beyond us but inducing sleep in those already tired is simplicity itself.”
“Why?” Two things kept Trent in place as Geisel swayed towards him, the fire at his back and the Dog at his feet. Both kept him talking when he thought he should be running.
Arriving within arm’s reach, Geisel pushed the tip of Sorrow downwards with one finger. “We have a few things in common, Trent. We both have secrets, for one. However, the biggest difference between us is that I am better at protecting my secrets.”
Trent sheathed his knives. He had resisted Geisel's prodding as best he could, yet she didn’t seem to notice. Sorrow’s blade didn’t so much as prick her finger. “Meaning you know some of my secrets already?”
“Your secrets are laid bare for all with eyes to see.” A surprisingly girlish laugh escaped her as she said this, and Trent blushed behind his mask. Her hands reached up and gently pushed his mask up, revealing his embarrassment. “It is wise to hide your eyes. The Verrens have spies who watch for clansmen. I hope you’ll forgive an old woman wanting to see that which she thought long lost.”
The world had descended into darkness as Trent lost the Dark Vision Ability his cowl provided, and Geisel studied him as Trent blinked and tried to adjust to the change. His face was guarded, but youthful, and for the life of her, she could not imagine how he had been left to wander on his own.
“Sit, Trent, we should talk.” Following her own directions, Geisel sank gracefully to the grass, arranging the skirt of her dress around her legs. A moment later, with a helpless sounding sigh, Trent followed suit. Sitting cross-legged, Trent opened his mouth to ask the old woman how much she knew of him, shutting it again when she pushed a mortar and pestle into his hands.
“Grind these for me please,” she said, dropping a few leaves into the stone bowl. And, lacking a reason to refuse her, Trent did so, holding the mortar in his left hand and crushing the leaves using the pestle with his right. He used a little more force than necessary to accomplish the task, but Geisel nodded approvingly rather than reprimanding him.
“Sub-levels.” She dropped a few more dried leaves into the bowl. Trent’s ears perked up and his grinding became less urgent. “In Al'rashia it was said that an Awakened can only walk one path at a time.
“For those with multiple Class slots, this meant you should concentrate on a single Class until its Skills are second nature to you, and then it is time to consider greater things.” She added a handful of white berries to the mixture forming under Trent’s hands. “The saying takes on a slightly different meaning for those who can take up both Class and Profession.
“Class or Profession, whichever you take first, will determine your Level. You are already familiar with how Levels work. Sub-levels are a bit trickier. They give set amounts of Attributes and you will never learn a Skill from their growth.” She poured a vial of liquid into the mortar and, while Trent’s eyes were glued to her face, hers never left the concoction in the bowl.
“You can learn the Skills manually or by using Stones, of course, and you should. It will be very difficult to increase your Professions if you don’t.” She took the bowl from Trent’s hands and began to dab the mixture onto her face. “Now, I've answered the question, in part, that you’ve been clumsily trying to tease out of others all day. Will you answer my questions?
“No, you won’t,” she answered for him, spreading the paste over her cheeks, “because my questions touch on secrets. Perhaps if I offer a secret of my own?”
She tilted her head back, and taking another vial from her apron, allowed a single drop of clear liquid to fall into her eyes. A clean white cloth appeared in her hand, and she scrubbed her face as she lowered her chin. When the cloth came away, Trent leaped to his feet and backed several yards away.
“Has my face become so fearsome?” Full lips pouted in a face untouched by age as Geisel mocked Trent’s reaction. “The hair I'll leave as it is, I'm afraid. Surprisingly, it’s harder to get it to look this way. You'd think the wrinkles would be the tough bit, yes?”
She tugged her white bangs straight to consider them. Trent’s gaze never left her eyes. Geisel had brown eyes, ordinary, not unpleasant. They were still a pleasant unassuming brown, but after the application of whatever she carried in the vial that she had dropped back into her apron, they lost the white and black that marked a human’s eyes and became the solid orbs of an Al’rashian.
Trent had put Geisel’s sharp bone structure down to the thinness of age. With those eyes dancing at his shock, he could only see the sharpness of Al’rashian features. It was more unsettling than the sudden bloom of youth that filled her face, more unexpected.
“Is that your real face? It could be a trick!” Trent tried to wet dry lips with a tongue that was equally parched.
“You know it is.” Geisel shrugged and settled her hands in her lap, “It’s the same face I've had for over… For many years. Since before the time of the Fall. I was the last full-blooded Al’rashian for thousands of miles, and then you came. Is this secret enough for you to tell me how you came here without Clan or escort? Do the Embras ride for Al’drossford at last?”
Trent was silent, and Geisel pointed at the ground in front of her. “Sit and speak, Trent Embra, or is civility towards one’s Elders another thing the clans have lost?”
“Ask me something else,” Trent said, slowly settling to the earth. “I can’t answer that.”
“Can’t or won’t?” Geisel passed a flask to him, and Trent drank from it, grateful for a distraction. His gratitude fled quickly as a burning fluid seared his throat.
“Can’t.” He coughed, handing the flask back and clawing for his waterskin. “I've only met one Embra; I don’t know what they’re doing. What was that?”
“Nothing harmful,” Geisel recorked the container and tucked it away, “just a little something to bolster the spirit and calm the nerves.”
Trent felt anything but calm as he washed the taste from his mouth. He told Geisel so as he spit out a swallow of water.
“No, Survivalists don’t usually care for it. The Dusk Wraiths were the same, resisting what was good for them at times.” She held out a piece of flat bread and, when he refused to take it, Geisel scoffed, “It’s just sweet bread to remove the taste. You'll regret not taking it.”
She didn’t push it on him, and Trent found his fingers closing on the bread. He sniffed it suspiciously before taking a small nibble. As a sweetness contrasted with the heat that still filled his throat, his walls fell, and he chomped down on the rest without hesitation.
He was still young, Geisel thought to herself, her gaze shifting to Kerry’s sleeping form. Still young, and like Kerry, too trusting. They were both well and poorly matched in that regard. Kerry had good cause to be suspicious of others, and if she was reading Trent correctly, he did as well. But both boys carried an innocence that couldn’t be displaced by suspicion. Perhaps they could look out for one another, though they would need someone with more sense to fill in for their lack.
When her eyes turned back to Trent, a simple smile lit his features, and his eyes were distant as if he were studying his Status. She felt a pang of guilt looking at that face. Trent might have answered her questions without the herbs she’d fed him, but that wasn’t a certainty, and Geisel was a big one for a sure thing.
“Alright, Trent, pay attention!” She snapped her fingers, and his out-of-focus eyes swiveled towards her. “Tell me, what brought you here, and why the Embras let you slip away. Tell me everything.”
Trent began speaking. He spoke for hours and at the end he held an egg-shaped Skill Stone in his hand, babbling about how he had to learn it, but he couldn’t learn it, and wasn’t that strange. Geisel rubbed at her brow and pinched the bridge of her nose as Trent shouted at the Stone, demanding it give him what he wanted.
She should have known better. Any Survivalist would have been resistant to her tricks, but a violet-eyed Al’rashian was built to withstand her efforts. She would have been better off trading her own secrets for his and hoping he would keep them to himself.
The information she had pried out of the boy was scattered and confusing. He said he was an orphan, but not really. He talked of kings and dukes and the Undead in a circle, and claimed fire would answer his call, but not as a Spell, and if he didn’t have a Spell how was he supposed to feed his gloves. At the end he had shown her the Skill Stone and said he needed it. He needed it and it wouldn’t come to him. Then he began shouting at the object in a voice that grew increasingly stressed and unstable.
It was laughable, really. Trent had outsmarted her. Geisel did not receive any of the answers she wanted, but she could provide the information he needed. It was absurd to meet a boy whose first Class was an Advanced one. She might be the one person alive who knew that Trent’s situation wasn’t a blessing. There was a reason the Basic Classes came first.
It had been more years ago than she cared to remember when she told Damien Dross to attend to his lessons and stay away from the river. That boy was never one to listen, though. He had been a born leader, and as a new Awakened, those tendencies had meant if you told him to go left, he ran forward. She said the river was dangerous, and he built a raft.
Damien’s stubborn belief in his own capabilities had led him into a Hereditary Trial as a Level 3 Warrior and, when he came out, Master Mage had been added to his Status. It had taken Geisel and the other elders years to figure out how he could build a Class he didn’t have the foundation for.
Trent would benefit from those years of study now.
“Trent, listen closely!” She snapped her fingers again, cutting off his babbling. His eyes narrowed, but his head wobbled as he tried to pay attention to her. “Advanced Classes do not need Basic Skills. You should already have them. If you need Basic Spear to level Survivalist, it’s because your Class is forcing you to build the foundation you should already have.
“Your situation is complicated because, while you have an affinity for the Spear Skill, your Swordsman Class is fighting against you. There are several ways around this.
“First, teach your body what it needs to learn. Jeb knows the spear, have him instruct you in the morning. After his lesson, try the Stone again. If that doesn’t work, keep practicing until it does.”
She took a deep breath. “The other way is to take a third Class, one which uses the spear. Having another Warrior Class will help balance the demands of your first two Classes. It may also cause problems of its own. However, that may be what you need. Archer, Rogue, or Warrior all have the potential to become Hunters, and all Survivalists start as Hunters.”
“Already a Hunter, Shadow Hunter, but I only hunted the one Rat.” Trent hiccupped, his head rolling on his neck. “But I will, do that… and then Mage! Pyromancer! Fire, is what I need!”
“No!” Geisel almost slapped him. She had to shake him several times during her interrogation when he got stuck on his rant. The boy had an unnatural need for a tier-one Spell that she could not understand. Neither Survivalist nor Swordsman used magic. Adding a Mage Class would compound his problem.
“No Mage Class until you’re well beyond Level 20! Survivalists don’t fight with Spells; they’re completely unrelated. The Mage Class would be a hindrance. Learn them with Stones or study if you must.” She clapped her hands in front of Trent’s nose. “Why do you want Fire Spells anyway?”
For the first time since she’d begun this arduous process, Trent’s eyes sharpened, and a growl came from the back of his throat. “Secrets are meant to be kept! That’s mine… but…”
She should have taken his knives away. That was all Geisel could think as Trent drew Sorrow and slashed at the air. He couldn’t hurt her with the bone-handled blade, but one misstep in his inebriated state could see Trent cutting himself badly. She held her breath as Trent held his right arm out to the side and sent the heavy knife dancing along his knuckles, a feat made impressive by the blade’s size as well as Trent’s intoxication.
“Close,” Trent whispered hoarsely, not bothering to watch the sharp edge he set to spinning in his palm.
“Middle.” Right hand still manipulating his knife, Trent’s left hand flashed, and a dart popped into existence next to Geisel’s knee. She let out the breath she’d been holding in a rush.
“But not far.” Trent sheathed his dagger and the dart returned to wherever he had it concealed. “Fire can be far. Or Archery, but Archery is soooo boring. More boring than reading! Almost as boring as reading…”
Trent’s eyelids drooped, and his chin fell to his chest. Geisel reached out and pushed him backward with two fingers. He fell to his back without resisting, his legs still crossed. Straightening his legs and tossing what she discovered was a Dire Bear hide over him, Geisel spoke one last time before Trent drifted off.
“Sleep now, Trent Embra, and in the morning ask Jeb to train you. If he refuses, tell him Geisel knows who dyed Farmer Greer's cows blue all those years ago. And remember no Mage Classes, not for a very long time, not until…”
She stopped speaking because Trent was past hearing. Hopefully, he would remember in the morning.
“Not even Charm Specialist?” Trent’s sudden question caused Geisel to jump. “Charms… are… fun…”
She didn’t bother answering. He was asleep now. And deeply so. Geisel stood and brushed the dirt from her dress. She paused, looking around at the sleeping forms all around. She had forgotten that there would be no one left to watch the fire after she scattered the powder that gave her uninterrupted time with Trent.
Tradition said the fire had to be allowed to go out naturally, and it must be observed. It was a tradition she had started herself, in honor of the King and his Wraiths. She settled back to the ground and started taking out the supplies she would need to reapply her wrinkles. Tradition and disguise were burdens that lay firmly on her own shoulders. As much as she’d like to, the time hadn’t come to set them aside.




Twenty-Six

“Poke me again, I dare you,” Jeb snarled without opening his eyes.
Crouching next to the old man, Trent withdrew the finger he’d used to push at Jeb’s cheek. “Ah, Elder Geisel said you would help me. Will you?”
One of Jeb’s eyes creaked open. “The sun isn’t even up, boy. Come back at a decent time and bring breakfast with you, then we’ll talk about help."
Pulling the hide that covered him up to his chin, Jeb started to go back to sleep.
“Elder Geisel said that if you didn’t help me, I should say that Farmer Greer was still curious about who painted his cows blue.” Trent didn’t see what cows had to do with anything, but given the way Jeb’s eyes shot back open, the old man did.
“That old bat can’t prove anything!” he said in a strangled voice.
“This old bat doesn’t need to prove anything. Greer will put two and two together when I remind him you ran off to join the Guard the same year his cows changed colors.” Geisel’s voice snapped through the dark like a whip. “He's still worked up over that. Twenty head of cattle that he could not sell. Not even as beef! The stain went right to the bone, and people wouldn’t touch the meat or the milk. He still has three of them that he keeps around to remind him that the culprit is out there.”
“The enchantment wasn’t supposed to be permanent, wasn’t even supposed to dye the skin,” Jeb whined weakly. “It was meant to turn the milk blue for a few days, is all.”
“I'm sure Greer will see your side of things when you explain it to him,” Geisel said understandingly. “I hope he gives you the chance. He served in the Guard as well, you know. With the Scouting Regiment from what I hear. For a big man, near twice your size, Jeb, he walks soft.”
“What is it you need, Trent boy?” Jeb threw off the hide and stretched his arms above his head. “Always happy to help whomever, whenever I can. Most helpful man in the kingdom, that’s how people know old Jeb Miller!”
“You can teach me to use a spear?” The interaction between the two older people went straight over his head, but Trent was pleased at the results. Geisel, sitting next to the embers of the bonfire, wrapped in a shawl, was just as pleased. She had been waiting a long time to motivate Jeb with that threat. She just hadn’t found the right cause until now.
“Sure, I can run you through the drills easy enough, I'm a fine hand with a spear. Prefer the glaive myself, but if it has a long shaft and a point, I can use it.” Jeb tugged at his beard and rubbed the sleep from his eyes. “Wake up, Kerry boy, though. You'll need a partner to…”
It was at this point that Jeb discovered the arm draped across his chest, and Kerry’s head pillowed on a pack next to him. The innocent Kerry yelled and covered his head as Jeb delivered a series of curses and slaps that woke him quickly enough.
“Damn, kid, I ain’t your bleedin’ teddy bear!” Jeb came to his feet, and Kerry, not as agile as the old man, had to roll away to avoid his kicks. “Get your ass up, boy! Don’t know what they’re teaching you in that Academy. Half the day’s gone, and the chores ain’t done. It’s a good thing you didn’t join the Guard! I know a Sergeant or two that would whip that lazy attitude of yours out fast like!”
Trent nodded approvingly at the burst of energy displayed by Jeb and Kerry. This was how a person should wake up! Alert and with vigor, ready to face the day! It was exactly the kind of thing Sergeant Cullen…
Trent’s mood took a dip as Cullen once again pushed in on his awareness. He’d gone a whole day without wondering what the Sergeant and Tersa were doing. It had occurred to him that Cullen would be better than Jeb for this morning’s training, but that wasn’t going to happen.
“Uh, Trent, we've got a problem.” Jeb glanced around and saw his way out of training and back into his blankets. “Need a spear or two to learn how to–”
Three long poles, the ends of which had been wrapped in padding and cloth thumped to the ground at his feet.
“I thought you might say that,” Geisel said from the fire, “so I got those ready for you.”
“Damned nice of you, Gran,” Jeb said through gritted teeth. “Never knew you cared so much. You boys grab those, and we'll head… We'll stay right here, not near enough light except by the pit. We won’t be in your way, will we, Gran?”
“Not at all, Jeb Miller.” Geisel tossed a handful of powder into what was left of the fire and the huge pit flared to life, illuminating their surroundings. “I look forward to seeing you enlighten the next generation.”
“Uh, why do I need to be a part of this?” Kerry asked sullenly. “I don’t use a spear.”
“You ain’t foolin’ no one, Kerry boy,” Jeb sneered, picking up a practice pole and poking at Kerry’s middle. “You don’t use any weapons. Don’t think I haven’t heard about that bit of shit! Learning the spear will be good for you, but if you can produce another weapon, any weapon at all, feel free to employ it!”
Kerry was still drowsy as he grabbed a pole and stood. He listened with half an ear as Jeb walked them through how to hold the weapon and then how to stand. He poked at the air when Jeb said to thrust and lunged in small steps when the Farmer barked. There was no point to the exercises that he could see, and he couldn’t summon any enthusiasm for the drills.
Trent demonstrated why this was a poor attitude when the time came to spar. He had soaked up the lessons like a field long denied water, and he had always approached weapons’ training like it was a life or death situation. Because it was. When he came at Kerry, he held nothing back, only pausing to help Kerry back to his feet when his partner fell.
Which Kerry did, and often. Trent started to think Kerry was practicing tumbling more than he was the spear, and he approved. Falling was a difficult skill to master, and Kerry did need the practice. He always went down hard and never got up quickly enough. Trent did wish Kerry would stay on his feet a little longer. It wasn’t necessary to fold up like that every time you got poked in the ribs.
“Well, Trent at least seems to have a handle on the fundamentals,” Jeb said, calling a halt to the activities as the sun started its climb into the sky. “Kerry, have you considered taking up farming? You seem to like the dirt.”
“Har, hardy, har, old man. If my ribs weren’t already busted, they’d break now. You’re the funniest man alive.” Kerry rolled over on to his stomach and pressed his face against the grass. “Are we done?”
“You are, Kerry boy,” Jeb said, rolling his shoulders. “It’s my turn now. Trent needs polishing that he's not going to get tickling you. Now, Trent…”
For the first time that morning, Trent wasn’t paying attention to Jeb’s instructions. He held the Common Skill Stone clutched in his hand and was squeezing it for all he was worth. When the egg-shaped Stone crumbled in his grip and a new Skill added itself to his Status, he almost collapsed with relief.
“If you had the Stone, why are we doing this the hard way?” Jeb grumbled, irritated. “Could have got hours more sleep. Why does a Swordsman need to learn the spear anyway?”
“Because he’s more than a Swordsman, you daft thing,” Geisel answered for Trent. “You should keep that in mind if you plan on facing him yourself.”
Jeb waved away her warning and squared off in front of Trent, who was slowly going through the motions he had just learned. “Let’s see what you've got, Trent boy, and don’t worry if…”
Jeb had only met a handful of men in his life who could use a spear as well as he could. Mostly they were older Guardsmen, career soldiers. There had been one young man who had given him a run for his money, but Francis had been an exceptional Recruit. Watching Trent get excited learning from a Stone, he didn’t count the boy among the Spearmen he needed to be careful of.
A Common Skill offered no bonuses to Damage. Hardly anyone chose to learn them, and they were only useful when Basic Skills were not available. The Stone that Trent prized held the rudimentary movements of the spear and couldn’t even be called a Technique. With that Skill under his belt, could Trent even be called a Spearman? A Farmer with a hoe would be more dangerous.
Jeb was shortsighted. The first thrust Trent sent at him was stiff. The second flowed into a butt strike, which had the former soldier hopping. The series of jabs that came at his face made Jeb look as clumsy as Kerry, and for the first time, Jeb realized he had to take things seriously.
There were no words of instruction as poles clashed and feet stomped. Trent was beyond the need for teaching; he just had to combine what he had gained with the real-world lessons he had earned in combat. Jeb could practically see Trent’s Skill increasing, and it terrified him.
Jeb had trained Recruits as a Guardsman, and he put the Militia members through their paces once a week, now that he was a Farmer. There was no rust on this old man, but he had never once seen an Awakened take to a Skill this fast. Trent was still miles behind him, and he had no real difficulty holding the younger man back once his shock wore off, but with time and practice, Jeb could see their positions switching.
A straight thrust, stronger and faster than any previously sent his way, rushed for his stomach, and Jeb stepped out of the way. The pole tugged at his shirt before he caught the shaft in his hand and held it fast, bringing a stop to the match. That had been a Skilled strike, which was only possible if…
“Basic Spear?” He asked dumbfounded, and Trent nodded. “How is that possible? You just learned the common moves! It’s been less than an hour…”
He cleared his throat and coughed into his hand. “It’s bad form to use a Skilled Strike without warning, kid! Someone could get hurt!”
“Didn’t seem to bother you when it was me getting hit, Jeb,” Kerry offered from the side. He tossed a rock at Jeb’s ankles which the Farmer blocked with his pole.
“Neither here nor there, Kerry boy!” Jeb spat and tugged at his beard. “But I think we’re done for the day. I think I just witnessed a miracle. The morning’s too young and I'm too old for miracles. My heart won’t take it.”
“Breakfast then?” Kerry looked fervent for the first time since his abrupt wake-up call. “Who's cooking?”
**********
The answer was Elder Geisel. She supplied the vegetables, utensils, and seasonings and volunteered to prepare a meal with only a minimal amount of complaint. Trent brought out slabs of meat to add to the morning’s offerings, and when the smell of cooked Dire Bear roused the other sleeping celebrants from their unnatural slumber in a way the sound of mock combat hadn’t, he joined Geisel in her grumbling. Neither of them had anticipated feeding more than fifty farm brats, all of whom were keen to show off the legendary appetite of those who worked the land.
The taste of Geisel’s cooking silenced Trent’s disgruntled comments, and Geisel’s were only murmured because people expected it of her. She had been feeding Farmers since Al'drossford was a military outpost made of wood. It didn’t bother her, truly.
It was still early when the locals left for home, and Trent and Kerry said their goodbyes. By Kerry’s reckoning, there was no need to rush back to Bellrise. They could take their time and still beat the majority of the town’s Adventurers to the Dungeon. Bellrise wasn’t what you would call a fast-paced place.
It was a point he tried to make to Trent several times, but Trent was well rested and a step closer to leveling Survivalist. With Quests in his Status and Dreq trotting at his heels, Trent saw no reason to delay the exploration of the Trial that had been calling to him for days!
“Well, at least explain why we, why I, had to endure that torture back there?” Kerry huffed, referring to Jeb’s instruction in the ancient art of the spear. “Are you a Swordsman or not? Why does a Swordsman need to learn to use anything other than a sword?”
“A Swordsman doesn’t, I do.” Trent reached out a hand and steadied Kerry as the bulky youth once again tripped over nothing. “Are you sure you should be going into the Trial? You seem…”
Trent searched for a polite way to say it and finally settled on, “You’re clumsier than a drunk, pregnant sow!”
Cullen had used that phrase to describe Trent once, and upon seeing the dirty look Kerry threw at him, Trent realized it might not be a very nice thing to say.
“I'm not so sow-like with my armor on!” Kerry said defensively, before adding, “Benefits of the Heavy Armor Skill!”
“Then, you should wear your armor all the time.” To Trent, this was just good sense. He had already put the Witching Hour armor back on. Dreq barked his agreement with Trent’s statement as he rushed ahead to avoid Kerry’s lumbering feet.
“Maybe I should,” Kerry admitted. The walls of Bellrise were getting larger as they approached, and Kerry felt a pit grow in his stomach. “About the Dungeon, you'll really go in with me?”
Trent shrugged. “Sure, it’s always better to have an extra set of eyes.”
“Then, you should know, I'm a member of a chartered party.” Kerry watched for Trent’s reaction out of the corner of his eye.
“Why should I know that?”
“Because, ah, the others… we've been looking for a Rogue.” Kerry rubbed the back of his neck. “The others are busy for the next few days, but when they’re available, they’ll probably want to work with you too. They will want you to sign before we go in with them, so we can share XP, and there’s no question of loot division.”
The charter didn’t allow Kerry to discourage Trent from signing outright. Kerry could only prepare Trent carefully and hope that Trent recognized the pitfalls to the charter when he read it himself.
“Go back in? Why would I clear a Trail twice? And I'm not a Rogue!” It was Trent’s turn to be stumped. Trials were meant to be challenged, but there were so many to be discovered. There was a whole world to explore. Though he might not know exactly what the future held, from Trent’s perspective, it was a waste to repeatedly clear the same Trial. “Can’t we share XP this way?”
He extended an invitation to Kerry through his Leadership Skill. Kerry checked the notification in his Status without thinking. “There are five floors to the Dungeon. It’s not like we can clear all five with just the two of us. Even with Jace and Holly, we’re a long way from… you have the Leadership Skill?”
Kerry stopped abruptly, swaying in place. Trent kept walking, not answering the question. It was obvious he had the Leadership Skill. If Kerry didn’t trust what his Status told him, nothing Trent could say was more dependable.
Kerry watched Trent’s back and then read the invitation to join Trent’s party once more. With Leadership, Detect Traps, and a Specialized Class, Kerry felt that Trent was more a mystery all the time. He accepted the invite after a moment, not noticing that the Dog, Dreq, was already a party member.
Whatever happened, he had to keep Trent away from Jace. Away from Jace and close to himself. Within Trent’s confident strides, Kerry saw his ticket out of the mess he had created for himself. He just had to be smart about it.




Twenty-Seven

They had to stop at the Academy to retrieve Kerry’s armor. Leaving Trent at the school’s gate, Kerry promised he wouldn’t be more than a handful of minutes. Trent presented an odd sight to the few students who walked by him as he leaned against the wall and entertained Dreq with a game Evelyn had taught the pup.
A man playing fetch with his Dog wasn’t so unusual. When that man was dressed in fine leather armor and masked, it was a touch suspicious. What really shocked the students was the casual way Trent tossed the Beast tooth for Dreq to retrieve.
Beast parts were not toys. In the student’s eyes, Trent was throwing money on the street, and Dreq’s teeth were damaging valuable crafting materials. It was the silver of coin and not the white of a tooth that flew through the air as the students watched. Several thought of trying to snatch the tooth for themselves before Dreq could run to it. There was something in the way Trent rested his left hand on the hilt of his knife that kept their greed in check.
Slightly more than a handful of minutes went by before Kerry reappeared, adjusting his pauldrons and gauntlets while tightening his helm. A tower shield hung on his left arm and clanked against the steel of his greaves as he walked. It was true that he was nimbler in armor than he was out, and combined with his size, there were some who found the sight of Kerry intimidating.
Trent was not one of those. He was distinctly unimpressed upon seeing the spots of rust and dents in Kerry’s protective gear. The armor was big and heavy, but cheap and poorly maintained. Trent could empathize with the dents. There had been a time when his own equipment had been scarred enough to be nearly useless. But the rust? Trent found the sight of a problem that could be cured with a bit of oil and patience distasteful.
“What do you think?” Kerry came to a stop and flipped the visor of his helm up. “Not as pretty as your leather, but it’s got its own flair, right?” He hefted his shield so that Trent could get a good look at the rectangular monstrosity that was almost as tall as he was.
“It looks like armor,” Trent agreed neutrally, rapping his knuckles against Kerry’s breastplate. “Can you run in that?”
“Run? Why would I need to run? There’s nothing on the first two floors that can breach this!” It was a subject that Kerry had hoped to avoid. He could run for a short distance, but his Heavy Armor Skill was only at Level 3. It would have to reach Level 6 before it started to reduce the weight he carried.
“So, no, huh?” Trent reached and retrieved the tooth he’d been throwing for Dreq. “Can Beasts on the third floor get through metal?”
“There are acid spitters on the third floor sometimes. We shouldn’t need to worry about them.” In Kerry’s opinion, they wouldn’t reach the first-floor Guardian on this delve.
“You also forgot your weapon,” Trent observed, shouldering his pack after pretending to toss Dreq’s toy into it.
Trent had noticed it was missing when Kerry stomped up. There was a broad leather belt wrapped around his waist, and a bag too large to be called a pouch hung at his side, but Trent saw no weapons anywhere on Kerry’s body. There wasn’t so much as a carving knife unless Kerry had it hidden in his satchel.
“A shield can be a weapon! It’s a bug Dungeon; nothing like a heavy plate to deal with bugs!” Kerry smashed the edge of his shield against the ground to demonstrate.
“True enough. A feather can be a weapon, if you’re strong enough.” Trent tossed that bit of wisdom over his shoulder. Somehow, he had known what Kerry was going to say, and he was starting to see problems arising from agreeing to work with the iron clad Warrior.
“What’s that supposed to mean? I'm strong, I’m plenty strong, you just wait and… you just wait up.” Slapping his visor down, Kerry rushed to catch the dwindling form of Trent. “It’s not fun to run in this! Slow down!”
To reach the Dungeon entrance from the Academy dorms, they had to pass by the Guildhall and go through the market square. Kerry might have been forced to jog the whole way, but the market was busier today than it had been the last time Trent went through. Kerry managed to catch up when Trent stopped to look over the goods a green-robed girl had displayed on a blanket.
There were always a few students who set up shop in the square, selling things they made themselves or found in the Dungeon. Today the market had been taken over by the Academy Mages. When Kerry, panting from exertion, stopped beside Trent and flipped his visor back up, he was surprised to see nearly every Mage he knew had spread a blanket to hawk their wares.
Trent stifled a sigh when Kerry rested the edge of his shield on the ground with a bang. It wasn’t his place to tell Kerry he would never get used to the weight of the tower shield if he leaned against it all the time. Besides, what was on the blanket was far more interesting.
“Are these Charms?” He asked breathlessly. “Why do they look like that?”
Trent had seen Spell Stones before. They weren’t much different than Skill Stones, and it was only with Appraisal that he could tell them apart. He was confused because it wasn’t Stones heaped in six different piles on the blanket.
Spell Stones were spherical in shape; these were more like faceted cylinders and much too small. The brightly colored crystals were the length and width of his little finger.
“You’ve got it right. They’re the finest Charms in Bellrise!” The Mage’s voice was chipper as Trent picked up a crystal holding the Light Charm and pushed back his mask to examine it more closely. “I'm only asking five… ten silver apiece! I can give you a discount if you buy–"
“Piss off, Maryann! Ten silvers for a charm! Three coppers is being generous for the trash you have here.” Kerry had been drinking from his canteen when Maryann announced her price, and he almost choked when he heard her ask for silver.
Kerry had separated from Trent before Trent visited the market on the day they met. He had no idea the lasting impression Trent had left on the vendors during his shopping spree. Maryann hadn’t been present either, but there weren’t many masked adventures with dogs, grossly overpaying for everything, wandering around Bellrise. She heard the stories and, seeing Trent crouch down at her blanket, she thought her fortune had come in.
“What would you know, Kerry? These are quality goods, I made myself,” Maryann hissed. “What are you even doing here dressed like that? Isn’t the rest of your team part of the field exercises? Shouldn’t you be obediently shoveling dung?”
“For your information, my friend and I are planning a delve,” Kerry said importantly. “And my business is none of yours. What are you doing here? In fact, what is everyone doing here? It looks like half the Academy is franticly selling every piece of junk they own!”
“Where have you been, stuck on the beetle farm?” Maryann said derisively. “There’s a new shipment of Spell Stones at the general goods store. They’ve even got some tier-two Spells! With the seniors and every Rogue in the field, no one is diving. We're all trying to raise what money we can until they get back.”
“You’re planning on selling enough Charms to buy a tier-two Spell?” Kerry didn’t try to suppress the laugh that burst out of him. “You might as well try and sell rocks! You'd probably make more that way!”
Trent tuned out the argument and rolled the crystal held between his fingers. He had never seen anything quite like it. He would buy every charm on the blanket if Maryann would just tell him what it was and where it came from. Kerry thought he was keeping Trent from being cheated; Trent wished the Warrior would shut up.
“They’re Beast Shards, from the Trial.” Trent had been contemplating closing Kerry’s mouth by demonstrating how the armor over his knee wasn’t thick enough to stop Sorrow, when a soft voice saved Kerry from a punishment he didn’t know he’d earned.
“Beast Shards?” Trent said wonderingly, turning his head towards the girl who had set up shop next to Maryann. “Are they like Cores?”
Wearing a black robe and a tall pointed hat, its wide brim obscuring her face, the girl kneeling on the nearby blanket answered him slowly, “Yes, they are Cores. That of low-leveled Beasts.”
“You’re wrong,” Trent said, frowning. “I've taken regular Cores from low-leveled Beasts.”
“Cores can be Harvested from minor creatures, yes. But Shards are drops from Trial Beasts. They’re fairly common on the first three floors. You won’t see a full Core until the fourth.” The girl paused for a moment before lifting a hand and pointing at the Shard Trent still gripped. “Normally Shards are worth 90 coppers, but that one has been ruined. It’s not worth more than ten.”
“First Kerry and now you, Felicia! What did I ever do to the two of you?” Maryann broke off from scolding Kerry to turn on her neighbor. “Why do you care what I sell my goods for, and how dare you say the shards are ruined?”
“I dare,” Felecia said calmly, “because an Archmage could place a Charm in a Shard, and there’s still only a fifty percent chance that a person will be able to learn it. You've taken an object worth ninety coppers and decreased its value. That’s fine if you’re practicing Mana Manipulation. Trying to sell them for a thousand times what they’re worth is immoral.”
“Immoral? That’s harsh! They’re worth what people will pay for them.” Maryann panicked as Trent set the shard back down. Seeing her money slipping away, she snatched at his arm. “Ten coppers! She said they’re worth ten coppers. Thinking about it, that’s fair.”
But Trent was already moving away to see what Felicia had for sale. He found himself just as curious about the strips of cloth that she had laid out. Picking up the most vividly dyed one, Trent held it up. “What are these for?”
With Trent directly in front of her, Felicia was able to see his face clearly inside his cowl, and her voice was timid as she forced out, “They’re scarves.”
“Scarves.” Trent tried out the word and found he liked it. “What do they do?”
“You wear them on cold days, around your neck.” Felicia's hand trembled as she pulled the brim of her hat lower.
Trent rubbed the cloth against his cheek. It was soft and thin, not at all scratchy, though that was how it looked. He pulled his cowl off and tucked it into his belt, then wrapped the scarf around his neck, securing the ends by pushing them under the collar of his armor.
“It’s like a sock for your head!” Trent’s laugh was warm and full, but hearing it, Felicia shivered. “How much?”
Trent was dropping the three coppers she asked for into her outstretched palm when Kerry spoke up, “Maybe another color, Trent. That one… it doesn’t go with your ribbon.”
Trent touched the blue tie woven in his hair. “That’s alright, I'll cut my hair when we rest later.” He unwrapped his new scarf reluctantly and put his cowl back on. Nodding his thanks to Felicia, he stuffed the scarf into his pack and started off.
“Trent, listen to me, it’s the wrong color,” Kerry pleaded. “It’s pink, Trent, pink! You hear me? It’s for girls. You can’t wear that around me, not where other people can see! Are you listening?”
Maryann leaned back on her blanket and shot a glare at Felicia. “You cost me ten and made yourself three, I hope you’re happy.”
Felecia didn’t listen to Maryann's complaints any more than Trent listened to Kerry’s. Her hand had closed so tightly around the three coppers that her knuckles turned white. “He’d never seen a Shard, but he's gotten a Core from a low-level Beast. Unless he was lying, that means…”
“What are you babbling about over there?” Maryann stretched her legs out, disturbing one of her piles of shards. “No one’s going to buy these, are they? You scared off my only potential customer. Hey, where are you going?”
Felecia was hurriedly packing up her scarves and stuffing them into a bag. “They don't lie, they don’t need too!”
She ran off towards the Trial the second her goods were tucked away, with Maryann calling after her, heedless of the people she jostled as she went.
**********
“The color isn’t important,” Trent insisted. “I've seen Adventurers wearing worse. None of them seemed to care.”
“They don’t care because good gear is worth putting up with some ugly.” Kerry rolled his eyes. “But that scarf isn’t enchanted. It won’t save your life. It might even attract trouble if some jerk sees you wearing it. It’s pink, Trent, pink!”
The wall that separated the Trial’s entrance from the town proper was made from wood rather than stone. More a fence than a defensive fortification, its purpose was decorative. It was there because people liked to see a wall between themselves and a den of monsters. Kerry had pulled Trent to a stop outside the gate to make one last try at getting Trent to see reason.
“Hey, Kerry, and… Kerry’s friend, wait up!”
The last person Kerry expected to see again so soon was Felicia. At first, he didn’t recognize her. Her pointed hat always partly covered her face, but for reasons unknown, Felicia had added a veil to her attire since the market. Her distinctive black robe and conical hat were enough to tell any who knew her who she was, so Kerry couldn’t see a reason for the veil and almost thought she was someone else.
“Felicia? What’s with the veil?” Kerry’s puzzled tone quickly turned excited, “Never mind. Since you’re here, Trent wants to exchange the scarf he bought. Maybe for a grey one, or black. Black is good, too–"
“Shut up, Kerry.” Felicia pushed the Warrior aside, or tried to. Failing to shift a half-ton of metal and flesh, she squeezed between the arguing companions, forcing Trent to step back. “I want to delve with you guys. You'll need me.”
“We will? Why?” Kerry shared the same question that fell from Trent’s lips, but he was feeling too insulted to voice it. Why was every girl in Bellrise picking on him lately? He had been punched, insulted, and now one tried to shove him!
“Because Kerry is a Warrior and you’re no Mage.” Felicia drew a deep breath and laid out her reasoning, “I know Minor Heal, and several effect Spells for powering a party or weakening an opponent. More the former than the latter. I also own a Storage device that will come in very handy, and all I ask is that I am given the majority of any crafting materials that drop.”
“Just that, huh? Gods, it’s like you’re offering your services for free,” Kerry said sarcastically. “And we have a Storage device of our own. Did you miss the pack Trent is holding?”
“You mean the sack with the wooden handle sticking out of it?” Felicia’s head turned slightly so she could eyeball Kerry from within her veil. “That’s no Storage device.”
“Wrong!” Kerry announced, missing how Trent shuffled his feet guilty. “I've seen Trent using it; it’s definitely a device.”
“I don’t know what you’ve seen, but it’s not what you think!” Felicia said primly. “Do you see any runes stitched on the sides or bottom? No. Can you feel any magic emanating from it? No. It could be a high-class device with the enchantment hidden, I suppose. If that were the case, the handle wouldn’t poke out. It is not a Storage device.”
Kerry wanted to refute her claims more than almost anything else in the world. But she was a Mage, she should know about magic items, and he hadn’t been able to figure out how Trent’s pack worked when he tried to find Trent’s shirt for him. “You can tell all that just by looking at it?”
“No, I'm a Mage Apprentice, not an Enchanter,” Felicia confessed. “I saw him buy it, and Jake Carter sells leather sacks, not devices.”
Two hits in a row nearly sent Kerry to his knees. He could have taken Felicia's confession or that Trent had been fooling him, but put together, it felt like the whole town was set against him.
“My secrets are laid bare for all to see,” Trent said ruefully. The words were right, though he couldn’t say why they sprang to mind. “We still don’t need you.” He only needed to touch an object to put it in Storage. The pack disappeared from his back without him moving.
“You have Storage. That’s unusual.” Felicia reorganized her arguments and tried again. “But still no Healer, or Mage, I can fill both positions.”
“We have potions for Healing, and from what I've heard, we're not likely to need them or a Mage in this Trial,” Trent answered. He wasn’t opposed to bringing Felicia along, however. “I have my own use for the crafting materials. The price of your company is too high.”
Felicia’s eyes bulged. She had personally witnessed Trent paying twice, if not more, for what his purchases were worth. Trent had paid a silver for the bag he’d made vanish. A silver for an item that he didn’t need! The crafting materials she wanted in exchange for her services were worth no more than a few coppers a bundle.
“I have a Specialized Class, Mage Apprentice,” Felicia said after a deep breath, “I deserve a larger cut of–"
Kerry tapped her shoulder. “He's a Swordsman, with Detect Traps and Leadership. You’re not going to impress him by comparing Classes.”
“You can come with us if you like,” Trent said, shrugging and turned to walk away. “But all drops will be split equally.”
“Drops, split equally,” Felicia repeated slowly. “What about materials gathered other ways?”
Trent came to a sudden stop, causing Dreq to run into his leg. He turned back around. He felt a sudden urge to drive this Mage off. Her and Kerry. They were slowing him down, and with every step he took, it seemed like they saw through him more and more. All while remaining a complete mystery to him themselves. He accepted Kerry’s company because the Warrior was in no way a threat, and that logic could be applied to this new Mage as well, but their intentions, their reasons for wanting to join him, were hidden. The people he had known and trusted hadn’t wanted him around, and now strangers latched on to him at every turn!
“Strength in numbers,” Trent whispered. Clenching and unclenching his fists, he looked down at Dreq, who rubbed up against his calf comfortingly.
“You know that I have Mining?” Trent asked, thinking of the pickaxes whose handle had been visible in his pack.
“I think you have Harvesting,” Felicia corrected. “Am I wrong?”
Trent spun on his heel. “You keep what you kill, or in case of Harvesting, what you cut off yourself.”
It wasn’t the answer she wanted to hear, but Trent left Felicia no chance to argue. He did not owe her anything, and he and Kerry had already intended to delve with just the two of them. She could come up with a dozen reasons why they should beg her to come along, but whether she did or not, it wouldn’t affect their plans.
“He’s different, not like us Academy students.” Kerry cleared his throat as Trent made his way through the gate and up the hill that lay inside it. “I’m just starting to see it myself. I think if he went in solo, he’d be fine. He doesn’t need us. Not for the Dungeon, anyhow.”
Stepping carefully around the stymied Mage, Kerry hurried to catch up to Trent. Felicia opened the invitation in her Status that Trent had sent her. An invitation to join the party.
She touched the tip of her ear as she thought about Trent’s violet eyes. She wouldn’t get what she wanted if she followed him, and everything in her said Trent was dangerous. Harvesting and the chance to obtain things she needed to raise her crafting Levels had prompted her to chase Trent and Kerry through the market, despite her instincts.
A new thought compelled her to accept the invite. A thought that was like the one which kept resounding in Kerry’s head. There was an opportunity here. Perhaps not the one she wanted, but maybe, more than she could imagine. Pulling her hat firmly down around her ears, Felecia decided she had to find out what gave Trent the confidence to say he didn’t need a Mage. She beat Kerry up the hill to the Dungeon entrance in her haste.




Twenty-Eight

A boulder twice as tall as a man sat atop the hill inside the fence. Rounded up high and flaring out at the bottom, the bell-shaped rock gave the town that had been built around it a name. The crack in the center of the boulder that led inside was what gave Bellrise its purpose.
The Sergeant on duty at the Trial was enjoying a relaxed, lazy day. A guest instructor sent from Al'drossford had taken a large number of the Academy students for special training, and those left behind weren’t entering the Trial today. It was nice to have a break from the mobs of young Adventurers clamoring to get inside, and the Sergeant intended to take full advantage of it.
It was hard to take this post seriously. The Sergeant was a serious man, not given to slacking, but since the Academy was sponsored by the Duke and allowed any team with the Detect Traps Skill to enter for free, he rarely had anything important to do. His days were filled with waving Adventurers through rather than collecting fees and keeping order.
He’d dreaded it when he heard of the guest instructor’s plans at first. Lieutenant Craw from the Scouting Regiment was putting all the school’s Rogues through some pretty intensive training, by all accounts. Lacking their free ticket to delve kept all the other students away. Not that the Sergeant enjoyed listening to baby Adventurers going on about their exploits, but it did make the day go quickly, and in his own way, the Sergeant missed the noise.
He had learned to adapt. Leaning back in his chair, with his hands behind his head and his feet on the table, the Sergeant let the morning sunlight play across his face. His eyes were shut, and he was on the verge of drifting off for a short nap. He wouldn’t want things to stay so tranquil forever, but a week of nothing to do wasn’t bad.
The nap almost claimed the Sergeant when a soft cough had him bolting upright in his seat. He blinked his eyes and tried to keep the surprise from his face when he found an Adventurer in white and black leather armor standing in front of him. A chainmail shoulder guard, black gloves, and a black, masked cowl completed the Adventurer’s look, and that look was unsettling to the Sergeant.
His normal customers looked more like the two that were still trudging up the hill, students who had poor equipment that they were still growing into. He vaguely recognized the Mage and Warrior approaching, and this ghostlike figure that had snuck up on him had nothing in common with those two.
“You’re no student,” the Sergeant said to fill the awkward silence.
“No,” Trent agreed. He pointed back at Kerry and Felicia. “They are.”
“Hey, Sergeant Gaffney!” Kerry greeted the Trial’s minder amicably. He leaned his shield against the table and stretched his arms over his head as high as his armor would allow. “Slow day?”
“Kerry,” Sergeant Gaffney dipped his head to acknowledge Kerry, trying to restore the internal equilibrium that Trent had disrupted, “Slow doesn’t cover it. You three are the only people I've seen all day.”
Gaffney nodded a greeting to Felicia as well. She noticed that he didn’t call her by name as she gave a small wave. She tried not to take it personally. Kerry knew everyone, and everyone knew Kerry. That was how things were. Kerry would have been one of the more popular students at the Academy if not for one bad decision. She, on the other hand, tended to keep to herself.
“I'm surprised you’re here at all,” Gaffney continued. “No free rides with all the Rogues and Archers occupied.”
The Sergeant didn’t blanch as he remembered that Kerry normally paid to enter the Trial. It was a close thing. His lips tightened as he recalled why Kerry was not only an infrequent delver but also one of the worst equipped Adventurers the Sergeant had ever seen.
“Got that solved, Sarge.” Kerry tried to slap Trent on the shoulder and swiped at the air when he missed. Trent, hearing the word “Sarge,” had taken a large step back and was staring at a passing cloud like it was the most fascinating thing he’d ever seen.
“Uh, my friend here isn’t a student, but he has the Detect Traps Skill. Is that alright?” Kerry gave Trent a look, confused as to why he was suddenly pretending that Kerry didn’t exist.
“It’s not quite proper. For you, maybe I can make an exception.” Gaffney took a closer look at Trent, placing his hand on the pouch at his waist. “What’s your name, lad?”
“Trent Embra.” Trent’s voice was sharp, his reply quick as he answered. He, in no way, wanted to be caught up in the trouble Kerry might have caused by uttering the forbidden word.
“I see.” The Sergeant’s hand dipped into his pouch, where a folded piece of paper lay. “Can you prove you have the Detect Traps Skill, Trent?”
Trent’s gaze drifted to the right and he lifted his hand to point. “Tripwire, ten feet from your chair, with a pitfall beyond it. The pit has an… acid trap?... at the far edge. Except someone’s replaced the acid with water or something. That’s probably not enough, is it? The traps aren’t very well hidden. I don’t think you need a Skill to spot them. Do you need to see my Status?”
Gaffney snorted and leaned back in his chair. “They are supposed to be easy to find, and if you can pick them out, you either have the Skill, or you’re on your way to learning it. You three can enter, no fee.”
“Wait!” Kerry exchanged a look with Felicia and half raised his hand to mimic Trent’s pointing. “That’s all you need to do to get in for free?”
The idea forming in his head was dispelled by another snort from the Sergeant. “You students flash your Status around any chance you get. Some are smart enough to keep it hidden. That’s what the test is for. And it’s no use trying to memorize their locations. We change them. Now, get going, before I remember that one of you isn’t a student and charge you all for admittance!”
Trent was already stepping into the crack in the boulder before the Sergeant finished his threat, and Felicia wasn’t far behind. Kerry took a moment to lift his shield and say goodbye to Sergeant Gaffney. As happy as he was to enter the Dungeon, he was slower to push his way through the crack. Turning sideways, his armor rubbed against the stone as he slipped in.
Once they were gone, Gaffney took the folded paper from his pouch and laid it on the table. He unfolded it and smoothed it with his hands until it lay flat. The paper bore a detailed drawing of an Adventurer in broken scale mail, and the name Trent Embra was written in bold letters at the top. At the bottom were clear instructions to assist the boy in any way he required and to report his movements.
Sergeant Gaffney would have to have a word with the Guards at the Gate and the members of the Watch that roamed the town. Trent should have been spotted a dozen times over, long before he reached the Trial. Gaffney hadn’t heard a peep from men who were supposed to be known for their attention to detail and observational prowess.
It would be fine if the orders were just from the Duke. Lewis Al’dross was a stern but forgiving man. However, a second set of orders had followed the official notice. Written in a rough hand, in large letters as if the ink were shouting, Cullen’s orders demanded to know Trent’s location immediately. Cullen was not known for his forgiveness or understanding.
Gaffney took out two whisper rods and set them next to the paper. One would connect to his superiors here in Bellrise, and the other was a direct link to the Sergeant of the Watch currently on duty at the Al’drossford Keep. Whichever was used first promised to bring trouble Gaffney's way if the person notified second found out. It was the Al’drossford communication device that his hand closed around at last.
The Captain in Bellrise would be displeased, but the worst he would do was dock Gaffney’s pay. The angry scribble of Cullen’s orders promised pain to any that wasted time before informing him.
**********
You have entered a minor Permanent Trial.
Recommended Levels 1 through 15.
You may exit at any time.
The words trembled as Trent read them. Beyond the translucent screen containing the message, the tightly fitted stone blocks that made up the wall also shook as the Trial itself vibrated. Dreq whined at his feet, and Trent shut his eyes and pushed up his mask to let the dry air of the room touch his face.
Something had changed in the brief time since he had entered the Trial. Closing his eyes, he let his mind float, hoping Perception would pick up on what had caused the disturbance. There was nothing. Or rather, he was unfamiliar with the normal state of this Trial and couldn’t tell what was different. He would have to rely on Kerry or the new Mage girl to tell him.
An unlikely possibility Trent realized as Kerry cursed and exclaimed, “Did either of you feel that? Why is it still so dark in here? Hey, Trent, first to enter lights a torch! We did bring torches, right?”
Trent opened his eyes. It was pitch dark without his mask on. He hadn’t expected that. Before he could remedy the situation by casting Spark, Felicia proved why a Mage was handy by casting a Light Spell, which sent a luminous white ball soaring to the ceiling.
“I thought it would be a cave,” Trent murmured, looking around. The blocks that made up the walls were red stone, and other than their color, they could have been found in the town's wall. A narrow opening in the walls was directly in front of him, guarded by two statues of red stone beetles, standing three feet high. The light from Felicia’s Spell spread out for twenty feet in all directions, completely illuminating the room yet failing to penetrate the darkness beyond the statues.
“It is farther in. This is just the antechamber, a Safe Zone to finish preparing in,” Felicia explained in her soft voice. “Didn’t Kerry explain the Dungeon to you?”
“What’s to explain?” Kerry grumbled, “We check the entrance to figure out the configuration, and then we go kill bugs. The first floor is easy.”
“Is that as far as you intend to go? Just the first floor?” Felicia peered at Trent’s back. He tugged his mask back into place without answering.
“There’s only two of us, three now.” Kerry removed a gauntlet and walked to the walls, rapping the red stone with a bare fist. “It would be dangerous to face the first Guardian without more people.”
Felicia murmured in agreement while keeping her eyes on Trent. A short bow had appeared in his hands, and he tested the draw. He said nothing to confirm or deny Kerry’s assumptions.
“Hey, Felicia, have you ever seen red stone in the entrance before?” Kerry walked along the wall, dragging his fingers against the stone. “I don’t see any of the signs that are supposed to be here. The beetles look weird, too.”
He ended his inspection at the statues, bending slightly to peer at them, poking a sharp, carved mandible with his finger. The legs of the Beetle were too long and thin, the statues nothing like the squat insects he was used to seeing. A hooked horn protruded from its head, and barbs could be seen at the edges of its wings and along the lower half of its legs.
“What are you two looking for?” Trent asked, a hint of impatience colored with curiosity in his voice.
“Hints about what to expect,” Felicia answered before Kerry could. “There are five common layouts to the Dungeon. The antechamber will tell you which is currently being used if you pay attention.”
“That’s how it should be.” Kerry took a step away from the statue. Its lines were smooth and clean, making it look as if it could come to life. “Grey, slightly damp walls, first configuration. Beetles with wings spread, second. I don’t see anything I recognize. We’re the first to enter today; you don’t think we unlocked a new pattern, do you?”
“You and I didn’t.” Felicia pressed her hand to the dry red wall. There was a warmth there, not enough to burn, barely enough to notice, but it was present. “Maybe we should go back.”
“She has a point, Trent. We’re treading in unknown water here.” Kerry was reluctant to agree, but they were only students. It was better to be safe than sorry. ”So, not leaving then?”
“If you’re coming, you should take the rear with Felicia in the center.” Trent had already stepped by the statues into the dark of the tunnel. Dreq’s tail was wagging furiously as he pounced after the Swordsman. “And try to stay quiet.”
Trent quivered with anticipation as the antechamber gave way to the crudely hewn stone of a natural cave. The tunnel was too narrow to allow more than two people to walk side by side. The top of his head was an inch away from brushing the ceiling as he stalked forward. His eyes and ears worked to their fullest, but all they picked up was a straight path, Dreq’s eager panting, and two sets of footsteps.
Felicia wore soft leather slippers, and her steps were a whisper of movement in sharp contrast to Kerry’s heavy-booted clomping. It was less noise than Trent anticipated. He waited for arguments and complaints to hit him from behind. There was nothing, just the whisking noise of cloth and the occasional jangle of iron.
The two young Adventurers kept their own watch and held their tongues, ready to do their job despite the uncertainty of their surroundings. There was no badgering to hurry him along or calls for food or rest; no cursing or random banging of a mace against stone to signal their approach to the Trial’s Beast. Felicia didn’t walk directly behind him, and Kerry maintained the perfect distance from the Mage at all times.
It should have been comforting, that air of semi-professional competence. If it weren’t for Dreq, who pounced at shadows and squeaked out growls, Trent would have been lonely. He felt disconnected from his party, the Mage and the Warrior he had stumbled across.
When the path opened up and offered them their first choice of the delve, Trent was happy to hear Kerry rest his shield against the ground and ask, “Left, right, or center?”
Felicia cast an additional three light orbs and sent them floating down the three branches. They revealed nothing but more unending stone. “Traditional wisdom says left.”
“It does? Why’s that?” With Far Sight and Dark Vision, Trent could see farther than his companions, though not a great deal farther. The left tunnel curved slightly as it went on, blocking his view after a hundred feet or so.
“I don’t know. None of the instructors said why,” Felicia admitted. “They just said that people tend to go left, unless there’s a better reason to go right. To me, that tunnel looks more spacious. I'm starting to feel cramped in here. The Dungeon has never been so monotonous before.”
“Should we be mapping this?” Kerry lifted his visor and squinted around. “Did either of you bring parchment?”
“Already on it.” Felicia removed a roll of paper from the loose sleeves of her robe and began drawing a straight line that ended in three short dashes. “I made notes about the antechamber as well. If this is a new configuration, there may be a reward for exploring it.”
They took the left tunnel, and Trent saw no reason to mention that he had an internal map that was more accurate than Felicia’s hand-drawn one. He picked up the pace, going as fast as he thought Kerry was able, half-hoping the Warrior would bellow at him to slow down. If Kerry felt any strain, he kept it to himself.
Trent knew he was being unreasonable, childish, when a change in the tunnel brought them to a halt again, and he caught sight of Kerry’s red, sweaty face behind the visor of his helm. Did he actually want Kerry to scream, “Bloody flaming piss!” and throw things? Hadn’t he wished Tersa would have acted more like Kerry? Weeks alone in the Moonlit Forest must have scrambled his brains!
Motioning for Felicia and Kerry to move back the way they had come, Trent brought them into a huddle and crouched down. His hand stroked the back of Dreq’s neck, something that startled the pup as much as it pleased him.
Dreq pressed close to the scratching fingers as Trent said, “Twenty Level 4 Swift Beetles. Lowest Attribute is Strength at 8 but they have Agility at 13. They are all crowded at the end of an open cavern with a high ceiling.”
“You have Identify?” Felicia said blandly. “And it’s leveled enough to pick out Attributes.”
“Only for creatures at a lower Level than me,” Trent answered. “Don’t you?”
“I have the Reveal Weakness Spell but–"
“Does this matter?” Kerry took a drink and wiped his face with a cloth. He tucked the cloth and canteen into the satchel at his waist. “Twenty is doable as long as we don’t let them surround us. We can lure them into the tunnel. Swift Beetles can’t fly far, but they hop high to make up for it. You'll need to watch for that, Trent.”
“The tunnel widens at the cavern. There’s enough room for two people.” Trent’s fingers closed around the scruff of Dreq’s neck. “You'll block half with your shield, Kerry. I'll still have space to stand next to you. Felicia, you'll need to be ready to Heal.”
“That shouldn’t be necessary,” Kerry assured Trent. “They’re called swift, but they’re nowhere near as fast as you. Not unless you are only that quick when you dance. They shouldn’t be able to touch you.”
Felicia cocked her head. Behind her veil, her eyes narrowed as Kerry’s reference to the night before escaped her. Trent just shook his head. “The Spell won’t be for me.”
Dreq knew something was off, but it was too late. He was lifted into the air a second before he could run. He hung, legs dangling, in the air in front of Trent’s face as Trent said, “Dreq might need it, though.”




Chapter Twenty-Nine

Dreq had been having such a pleasant day. Every day with Trent was an adventure, and this one had been the best the Dog could remember. He had awakened early, when Trent tossed aside the hide and plucked him from his rightful place on the boy’s chest. Dreq thought that meant it was time for another round of chase or a battle with sticks. He’d been blown away when Trent tucked him in and patted his head without insisting that he get up and run.
He hadn’t gone back to sleep, though. He had settled his head on his paws and watched as Trent woke the old man and the clumsy boy and proceeded to whack at them with a pole. It had been marvelous! Watching Kerry tumble to the dirt was good, but to Dreq, the look on the old man’s face when Trent mastered a common Skill and exploded into the movements of a Basic one had been as sweet as the honey the straw-haired girl fed him yesterday.
After that, it was feasting on the Dire Bear meat Dreq had been eyeing in Trent’s Storage. That odd-smelling old woman made Dreq nervous, but she knew how to cook. That was one ability that Trent was lacking. Raw meat was better than burned. Trent always insisted on holding perfectly good food over a flame until it was black.
The walk back to town had been followed by a game of fetch. Just a game, and a mild one at that. Trent hadn’t tossed the tooth too far or pushed Dreq to run faster. He stroked his head when Dreq brought back the subject of the chase, and in the Dog’s opinion, Kerry’s return had come much too soon.
That was alright because then came the Trial! Dreq had been looking forward to seeing what this place had to offer. He didn’t ask for much. A chance to watch Trent fight was enough to satisfy Dreq. There were always tasty morsels and Cores laying around when Trent drew his sword!
He should have known better, should have realized it was too good to be true. Trent was obsessed with getting stronger. He had no appreciation for the subtleties of a nap. Dreq had accepted that being with Trent meant hard exercise simply for the sake of an Attribute Point or two.
And there were benefits to this kind of lifestyle. Dreq’s Agility had gone up 2 Points and his Strength one due to Trent’s absurdly rough type of play. Agility and Strength, but not Constitution, which was why Dreq had to find a way to put a stop to Trent’s current plan.
“Stop squirming!” Trent shifted his grip from Dreq’s neck and held him up with both hands. “You want to unlock the rest of your Status, don’t you? We did not come here for me. This Trial is your chance. The Beetles are only Level 4!”
“Scared.” Dreq had been careful not to speak where others could hear him, but he whined that single word into Trent’s mask.
“I understand that, believe me, I do.” Dreq did believe Trent, or he did, right up until Trent said, “You get over it.”
Dreq’s tail curled up tight against his belly and his ears lay flat as he growled. A growl was the best way to express what he thought of Trent’s carefree dismissal of the Dog’s heartfelt confession.
Trent ignored him. Dreq cut off his growl as Trent’s presence lessened, evidence that Stealth was being used, and the end was approaching. It was dark when Trent set him down on the stone, and as Trent’s hands released him, Dreq almost howled. He would have run had he been able to see where he was going. He would have called for Trent, but that would only bring the Beasts.
“Trust me, I won’t let anything happen to you.” Trent’s voice was a lifeline in the darkness that Dreq seized upon desperately. “Ah… this didn’t help me. I still don’t get it, but you have Intelligence; you need Wisdom. What I was told was that Intelligence is related to how fast you learn, and Wisdom is how well you use what you know. This will go faster when you figure out what that means… I think.”
Dreq hunkered down. He might have panicked, but then he felt Trent through the Party link. He was nearby; he hadn’t left! Dreq applied his Mana to the link to further cement it. He normally waited for Trent to fall asleep to do this. Desperate times required a break in his routine.
Night Sight! Whatever it took, Dreq had to get Night Sight. The second a Core holding the Skill appeared, Dreq would claim it! He would fight Trent for it if he had to. Trent didn’t understand how oppressive the dark was, not with Dark Vision built into his mask. How Dreq would love to have that Skill!
When the light came, in the form of a glowing ball attaching itself to the roof, Dreq thought it was a mercy. He had thought it was suspicious the way the Mage girl wormed her way into the group, but he felt a warm glow of appreciation for the veiled angel when her Spell filled the cavern with a flood of bright white.
It turned out, in reality, the minx was a demon, much like the one Dreq found standing inches away. Waving antennae and cruel-looking mandibles on a hairless face were the last thing a Dog should see when sight was restored to him. He had heard a clicking sound but had not known it was so close. The black-shelled Beetle chittered at him, snapping its fearsome mandibles closed on the spot where Dreq’s head had been a moment previously.
The appendages breezed by Dreq’s stomach as the Dog reared up on his hind legs and swiped at the air with his paws. Hackles raised, teeth bared, Dreq barked out a warning, and then tucked his tail and ran. His recently raised Agility allowed him to hop backward, drop to all fours, and flee with a quickness he’d never known before!
Dreq fled right into the spindly leg of the Swift Beetle that was directly behind him. He was surrounded! He bounced off the leg, a wicked barb pricking his head, and settled onto his haunches. He spun in a circle and confirmed that there was no retreat. The Trial Beasts were all around, and more waited behind the four that had reached him first.
Dreq was from a proud lineage. His was an ancient heritage, filled with bravery. He had been sent into the world to find a partner worthy of that history, and he thought he had. However, the remembrance of his ancestors was far away. With jaws open wide, his short legs scrambled to push himself forward. It was an image that filled his head, one of Trent wounded but victorious next to a Dire Bear. It was a Beast the boy had no business defeating, and one a hundred times more dangerous to Trent than a Swift Beetle was to Dreq. With that example how could he fail? Dreq howled his rage as he closed his jaws, to snap and crush the face of his foe.
His teeth drew blood when they clamped down on air and the tip of his own tongue. Dreq stumbled as his paws slapped down, not on a Beetle but on stone. A stick lay on the ground in front of him. Dreq’s eyes widened as the length of pointy wood disappeared. It shouldn’t have been there in the first place! Where had it gone?
The snap of a string, the thud of a solid object hitting a black shell, drew Dreq’s attention to his back. The first Beetle was gone, and another stick replaced it. Bewildered, Dreq watched as this scene repeated itself. Soon all the nearest threats lay on their backs, legs scrabbling at the air as the fallen Beetles rocked back and forth, trying to return to their feet.
“Don’t just stand there! Do something! Move!”
At Trent’s shouted command, Dreq realized who was responsible for the sudden turn of events. Had Trent thrown the sticks? That was possible. They were longer than the darts Trent preferred but shorter than the sticks he had used to disable the children the day before.
Why had Dreq ever doubted the boy? Trent could defeat a dozen children while standing on Kerry’s shoulders! How hard would it be for him to do the same with some insects? Filled with confidence, Dreq bounced forward and bit down on the leg of a Beetle that had managed to roll to its side.
Blood flooded his mouth again as a barb cut the roof, and Dreq let go with a squeal. That probably wasn’t what Trent meant when he said to do something.
“They’re getting up! Better start running!”
The words were so like those Trent had shouted when they were playing in the woods that they banished Dreq’s fear and relieved most of his pain. Later, drifting to sleep in Trent’s lap, he would wonder why such a shout should motivate him. For now, he was caught up in the game.
Dreq ran, dodging between the legs of one Swift Beetle and narrowly avoiding the snapping bite of another. He barked cheerfully, mockingly, at the misnamed bugs. Yes, they were fast, but Dreq had practiced dodging Trent, and compared to Trent, the Beetles were snails!
Dreq fell into a pattern, rushing to gain some distance and then whirling to snarl and snap at the charging insects, allowing his Stamina to replenish before weaving in and out of the legs with their cutting barbs. He quickly became used to the bugs’ movements, and by the fifth iteration, Dreq started to plan.
He had two Skills. The first, Shadow Lunge, was out. That Skill would drop him on an opponent’s blind spot and leave Dreq completely drained. That left Paralyzing Howl, which would freeze his enemy without doing harm. It might buy him some space. It would also drain almost all his Stamina.
Wisdom is how well you use what you know.
Why had Trent told him that? What was he supposed to use? His teeth were ineffective, and his claws wouldn’t scratch the bugs. What else did he have? His two Skills wouldn’t kill. What did Trent expect him to do?
Dreq had added Points to Intelligence to give himself the wherewithal to speak. Even before he had done that, he hadn’t been stupid. Yet he felt like the dumbest of animals as the answer to his question occurred to him. Trent had never said to kill, that wasn’t the purpose of all this.
Dreq was in a pack, Trent’s pack, and a pack was stronger than the individuals that formed it. Dreq simply had to find a way to be a part of the fight, not win it! He had to make things easier so Trent could finish the bugs!
While Trent hadn’t implied any of this, not through words or actions, Dreq felt he’d found the answer. Summoning every bit of speed he could muster, Dreq ran in circles around the cavern. Swift Beetles were a lot like Kerry. Quick in short bursts while attacking, slow and cumbersome otherwise.  In the first pass, he had to dodge through legs and avoid mandibles. By the second, all twenty Beetles had crowded in a group to chase him. He maintained a short lead for a while, slowly increasing it until, by the third lap, he thought he had gained the room he needed.
It irked him that the Beetles ignored Trent with his short bow and Kerry with his shield, each time Dreq led his flock of black shelled monsters by the cavern’s entrance. Those two looked entirely too relaxed considering the work Dreq was putting in. Dreq told himself it was fine. It would make the inevitable conclusion all that much more glorious.
Judging the time and distance to be right, Dreq spun around and faced the horde. They were closer than he thought. There was no time for regret or second thoughts. Filling his lungs and pushing Stamina into his Skill, Dreq unleashed Paralyzing Howl.
From a Werewolf, the howl was fearsome and dreadful. Dreq’s was thin and warbling, much too high-pitched and ending too quickly. The sound swept over the Beetles, stopping all but the last in their tracks. Their legs stiffened, and the bugs dropped to their belly as Dreq sagged to his.
That last one that he hadn’t reached was a worry, but not for long. Dreq’s expectations became reality as Trent discarded his bow and descended on the disabled Beetles in a flash. Dreq’s tongue lolled from his mouth as Trent stomped and scattered the Beasts. Sorrow and Strife in their hatchet form broke through hardened wings and exoskeletons, splattering Beetle goo through the air.
The Beetles were three feet long and stood two feet high, dwarfing Dreq in both size and weight. They were similarly outmatched by Trent. In Dreq’s eyes, Trent was a giant, crushing villages beneath his feet, and Dreq knew that one day with a little help from a good thing, he’d be able to do the same.
Finished with the insects, Trent knelt beside Dreq and ruffled his fur. “You did it!”
Dreq baked in the warm glow of Trent’s approval and waited for more.
“Ah,” Trent felt Dreq’s expectations and supplied him with the only acknowledgment for a job well done that he was familiar with, “Took you long enough. Be faster next time. We're burning daylight while you’re fiddling around like a simpleton with a shiny rock. I suppose you expect me to clean up the mess as well.”
Dreq was nonplussed by the dubious bit of what was not at all praise that dropped on him. He started to growl in protest, but Trent was already walking away. In his hand, Sorrow and Strife had been replaced by his Harvesting knife. Fortunately, Dreq found a Beast tooth lying on the ground in front of his nose, proof that while Trent’s words were out of place, he did think a reward was in order.
Dreq chomped down on the hard remains of a Dire Wolf. Trent used them to craft weapons. To Dreq, they were medicine that closed the small wounds he had gathered and sharpened his own natural tools. He would have to find the time to tell Trent that with another thirty or so, his teeth might get sharp enough to kill a Beetle on his own.
Trent would probably say to level up, spend his Attribute Points, and keep his greedy paws to himself. That was something that Dreq was willing to do now. Trent’s training regimen had worked. Dreq had Wisdom in his Status now!
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**********
“Do you know what we just watched?” Kerry’s shield lay against the wall of the cavern, and his helm was safe in his lap as he sat with his legs stretched out beside Felicia. His Party’s financial difficulties and teammates’ fondness for the Lucky Pig meant that Kerry didn’t delve as often as the rest of his classmates.
He asked this question of Felicia because, while the Mage Apprentice didn’t have a permanent team, her Specialized Class and boosting Spells made her welcome to tag along with any group she wanted to join. He had not seen anything like what they just witnessed before, but there was a chance she had.
“To what are you referring?” Felicia had kept to her feet instead of sitting, and she looked down on Kerry, both figuratively and literally, as she asked for clarification “Have I ever seen a Dog forced to fight in a Dungeon before? Or a common animal with a Skill? Or maybe you mean, have I ever seen a professed Swordsman fight with a bow and then wade into battle with hatchets that I could have sworn were knives?”
She gave up and slid down the wall to sit beside Kerry. “Whichever you mean, the answer is no. I've also never seen an Adventurer give a valuable crafting material to a Dog either. Where did you find this guy?”
“Would you believe on the southern road, walking on his hands?” Trent was pulling all the Beetles into a row and flipping them onto their backs. The sight tickled a memory at the back of Kerry's brain that wouldn’t come out and tell him why it was pertinent.
“When you showed up in the market, I wouldn’t have. Now, I'd believe anything!” Felicia stuck her hands in her sleeves and rubbed at her forearms. “You met a man walking on his hands, and your first thought was to invite him to clear the Dungeon with you?”
“No, my first thought was, ‘why did I fall down?’” Trent had finished lining up the Beetles and was flipping a knife in his right hand as he studied the bodies. It was when Trent shrugged and knelt to stab into a thorax that the memory that had been tickling Kerry surfaced. It was a memory of how one should Harvest a Swift Beetle. Since he didn’t have the Skill, Kerry hadn’t paid close attention, but some information had sunk in.
“Trent, no! Not like that!”
He shouted, holding out his hand as if he wanted to pull Trent backward, even though he was thirty feet away. It was too late. Kerry’s shout reached Trent’s ears right as Trent’s knife pierced the Beetle. The knife cut through the exoskeleton of the bug as quickly as it slipped into a sheath. Trent didn’t have time to continue his cut, and there was no need to. The dead bug erupted, a thick lime-colored goo sprayed into the air, and bits of legs, head, and shell shot across the room; those that didn’t ping off Trent’s mask and armor, at least.
“You need to remove the mandibles and wings first,” Kerry finished, letting his outstretched arm fall into his lap. “It relieves pressure, or something. Cutting into Swift Beetles directly makes them…”
“Spew junk that smells as bad as a Hill Troll’s armpit?” Trent shook his arms downwards violently, trying to dislodge some of the filth that covered him.
“Yeah, guess you figured that part out on your own,” Kerry added, in one last attempt to be helpful. “And keep flames away from it, it goes up at the smallest…”
He coughed and stopped talking. Trent was too busy casting Self-Clean to hear him.
“You were saying?” Felicia prompted, nudging Kerry’s side.
“He’s not going to be using fire anyway,” Kerry muttered, scratching his chin. “I don’t know why they tell us that.”
“Not about the bug, about how you met Trent and fell down. Why would falling down bother you? You trip all the time.” She tried to say this gently but didn’t pull it off. No one wanted to hear they were clumsy.
“I don’t fall down all the time, and I didn’t trip!” Kerry glared at her, and Felicia held up her hands, saying that she didn’t mean anything by it.
“People always say that.” Kerry let his head fall back against the wall. “But it wouldn’t be on their tongues all the time if it were true.”
They sat quietly, Kerry embarrassed, and Felicia abashed. Trent was gathering up Beetle goo into jars. The jars had been an impulse buy, one he regretted moments after the Merchant who sold them to him packed up his stall and rushed off. They cost Trent 10 coppers each, and he bought five silvers worth. They seemed like a smart purchase now that he discovered one of the Harvestable bits of a Swift Beetle was copious amounts of slime.
Kerry pulled off a gauntlet and cleaned out his ears with his little finger. There was something wrong with his hearing. It sounded like Trent was laughing, chuckling, as he scooped up the goo that was spread across the ground. No amount of picking at his ear changed anything, though.
Maybe that was why Kerry had never been able to pick up the Harvesting Skill no matter how many wild Beasts he cut open. Maybe to get it, you had to enjoy touching what should not be touched. If that was the case, Kerry could do without Harvesting.
“I bumped into him, and I'm the one that fell. Trent didn’t waver in the least that I could see,” Kerry mused. “I've run into three-hundred-pound Laborers before and knocked them off their feet. I fell too, but they went down just as quick.
“Trent was walking on his hands while balancing a Dog on his feet, and he didn’t budge. It was like running into a wall. He asked me if I was alright.” Kerry slapped his chest, his hammer of a hand banged against his breastplate. “Fine, I'm not light on my feet, but I am solid. What I hit goes down, only, not Trent.”
It hadn’t come together for Kerry until he was back in his dorm room the night after he met Trent. Detect Traps and Rogues had interested him. Those were what his conscious mind had focused on. Trent’s… stability… was what was fascinating as he tried to go sleep.
“Be careful, Kerry,” Felicia warned. “He’s dangerous, you… you know what he is, seen his face? His eyes?”
“He’s Al’rashian!” Kerry arched an eyebrow. “I've never met one before, and I've heard they can be touchy, but you can’t tell me the Academy’s only half-elf is sensitive to race.”
“He's more than Al’rashian, the violet-eyed… just be careful okay.” Felicia’s hand touched her ear where behind her hat and beneath a layer of cloth it came to a mild point.
“I think he’s younger than us,” Kerry scoffed. “He plays with farm kids and dances at festivals. I'm not worried about Trent. And if you are, then why come along?”
“Because he’s dangerous, and he has Harvesting.” There was no reason to hide her intent, and Felicia spoke freely. “There’s something I need, and no one else can get it for me.”
“You don’t know anyone with the Harvesting Skill? There are at least four at the Academy. I can introduce you when we get back.” Kerry dug a ration bar out of his satchel and offered Felicia a bite, which she turned down.
“I know them as well. They won’t go to the fourth floor.” Felicia was glad to have her veil as Kerry answered with a full mouth, spraying her with crumbs.
“You think the three of us will?” Kerry paused to wipe his mouth and swallow. “Excuse me! We won’t see four, we'll be lucky to clear the first floor!”
“You’ve met Trent. You don’t know the violet-eyed. You haven’t heard the stories.” Felicia scooted farther away as Kerry took another bite. “What they set out to accomplish, they see done. No matter what gets in their way.”




Chapter Thirty

Trent held up a crystal vial and stared at the viscous green liquid it contained. He had learned a lot from Harvesting Swift Beetles. The most important lesson was to remove the wings first. Just as important was the fact that a single vial of the Beetle’s inner slime was all you had to remove to make its body disappear. The vial he held in his hand was a drop from that first Beetle, which was convenient since he had filled all his jars before opening the third.
His leather sack sat at his feet, half full of loot the Beasts had dropped. They had been quite generous; four vials, twenty coppers, and various miscellaneous goods each. He remembered Kerry commenting that they would probably get three to five coppers from each Beetle as they watched Dreq scramble. Three to five coppers and nothing else. Kerry was going to lose it with excitement when he saw what actually dropped, but Trent was uneasy.
It would have seemed like a little if Kerry had not mentioned the Trial’s normal rates. Trent would have been disappointed by the drops which couldn’t compare to others he’d earned by himself. That the Trial had increased its rewards meant it had changed other things as well. Kerry and Felicia’s knowledge would be less useful going forward.
“Should we split the loot now?” Trent asked, jogging over to the other two Adventurers.
“You hold on to it, if you don’t mind.” Kerry stood and extended a hand to help Felicia up before picking up his shield. “Normally, I carry things for my party but since you have Storage, it will be easier for you. We can divvy up the spoils when we’re done.”
The three fell into a line and reentered the narrow corridor, making their way back to where the tunnel had split. Trent didn’t ask the others for their opinion of which area to explore this time. He chose the right-hand passage and trotted ahead until he was beyond the effect of Felicia’s Light Spell.
He activated Stealth and stalked forward in a crouch, bow in hand. Now that Dreq had been successfully trained, it was time to work on his least favorite Skill. Trent intended to learn the Create Arrow Skill contained in the short bow, so he could finally set the thing aside. Triple Shot, the second Skill that could be obtained by using the bow, would have to wait until his Mana pool was larger.
Kerry and Felicia followed Trent perhaps a little more casually than they should have. They were aware that the Dungeon had altered, but it was still the first floor. The first floor never had traps, and Beasts hardly ever attacked in the corridors. The dangerous places were only the caverns and rooms. There was no need for excessive care.
The clicking noise approaching from behind went unnoticed by Kerry until the Swift Beetles were almost on top of him. Looking over his shoulder and seeing a line of the giant bugs approaching, Kerry shouted, “They’re behind us!” He turned and attempted to block the tight tunnel with his shield and bulk.
“They’re up front as well!” Trent’s voice echoed its way back to Kerry’s ears. “You and Felicia deal with the ones back there! Dreq and I will handle these!”
“No good!” Felicia cast a Spell to increase Kerry’s Agility and Speed as she shouted back at Trent, “I'm support only, and Kerry doesn’t have a weapon!”
A Mage without attack Spells? Curiously, the subject had never come up. Trent pushed Dreq back with his foot, sending a crude arrow flying towards the rapidly approaching bugs that crowded the tunnel in front of him.
“Dreq will come help you then. I'll finish these as fast as I can.” Trent did not waste time asking why Felicia didn’t know any offensive spells. He immediately changed his plan. He had intended to use these Beetles to hone his Archery and let Dreq practice. In the face of his companions’ lack of support, that wasn’t going to work.  
“Go help Kerry, Dreq. I'll be fine!” Trent fired again, knocking the lead Beetle backward without penetrating its shell. The damage a bow could cause was directly related to the weapon itself. With a finely built bow and well-crafted arrows, an Archer could send devastation from a distance that had little to do with his personal Attributes.
Trent’s bow was only a training aid. The cheapest arrows it could produce, costing 5 MP, did 5 Damage from this distance, provided the projectiles managed to get through their target’s defenses. He could stall the Beetles as long as his Mana lasted. Without investing significantly more MP, he was unable to threaten these Level 4 bugs.
Trent had other options, however. The knives on his belt, his handcrafted darts, and the imbued Elwire swords in his Storage would all end these Beetles with a single hit. Instead of switching out the bow, Trent ran forward, charging an arrow as he went.
With his bow drawn to its limits, Trent set the tip against the stunned Beetle’s head and released. No momentum was lost in flight and the wooden shaft, so ineffectual before, penetrated with a crunch, causing significantly more harm. The insect slumped, lifeless.
Trent stepped on its back and jumped over, creating another arrow as he went. He landed on the back of a second Beetle and sent another arrow into the area where thorax met head. The second Trial Beast fell, and Trent kept moving, firing rapidly from point blank range at the monstrous insects that crowded the narrow tunnel.
He gave up an advantage fighting this way. Archers typically fought at the back. Then again, Trent was no Archer. He had no feel for the delaying and controlling tactics that a low-level Archer used to assist his party. He had seen the versatility the bow could provide when he covered for Dreq, and while he admitted that a good Marksmen would be invaluable, the whole exercise left a sour taste in his mouth.
The idea had come to him during the morning’s training. Archery was a common Skill, and like the spear movements he had learned, he now knew he needed to push the Skill. To make it work for him, he had to adapt it to his personal style. Common Archery was about stillness and distance. Trent preferred to move and stay close to his enemy. All he wanted was the Create Arrow Skill; there was no need to chain himself to the rigid Skill’s demands.
Once he had a stronger bow, he would explore Archery further. Today he intended to seize the Skill inside the slender wooden tool and move on. He fired a third arrow between snapping mandibles, and a fourth into a bulging compound eye. His bowstring hummed as he shot a sixth and seventh. His boots smashed against the fallen, and their exoskeletons creaked as he walked over their backs to reach his next target.
He kept careful count of each arrow he created. Twenty shots were his limit for this engagement. At five MP each, he could probably fire a few more, but doing so risked Mana drain. As slow as his MP recovered, he would finish this battle woozy if he pushed it too far.
Trent found his cautious count unnecessary when the Skill he was waiting for appeared after the twelfth shot. Create Arrow was his, and he could set the short bow aside at last! He almost tossed it to the ground with relief. Before he could, Sergeant Cullen’s tutelage kicked in, and he stored it away. His hands drew Sorrow in its hatchet form, and his shield appeared on his left arm.
Twelve arrows fired meant twelve Beetles slain. A thirteenth hopped over the body of the last one killed as Trent changed out his equipment. Trent discovered where Swift Beetles earned their name. Long thin wings buzzed, and the Beetle slammed into Trent’s hastily raised shield, rocking him on his feet. It was the first and last hit he would suffer from a Swift Beetle.
Bashing with his shield and hacking with Sorrow, Trent moved forward, more inconvenienced by the tight quarters than he was by the bugs. Mandibles snapped at him, and he answered them with a kick and a chop before moving on. Workmanlike, Trent avoided hits that would damage the Harvestable bits, and aimed for eyes and what passed for necks on an insect.
He kept up his count as he went. There was no need to, but the numbers occupied him more than the routine slaughter of Level 4 Trial Beasts. The count in his head reached thirty, and he lowered his weapon, relieved. He felt a little ashamed that he had used Sorrow for this task. It was too easy. The soul-bound weapon deserved better.
“There are too many! Run! I can’t hold them back!”
Suddenly, Kerry’s shout echoed down the tunnel, reminding Trent that he was not alone. It was followed by the sound of Dreq’s howl and Felicia’s scream that there was nowhere to run. Trent had been about to return Sorrow to his belt when the noise reached him. He spun on his heel and raced back the way he had come, dodging corpses as he went.
His three companions had been having a decidedly different experience from Trent’s. Kerry’s shield was holding the Beetles at bay, and Dreq’s Paralyzing Howl prevented them from being overrun, but they were being pushed back. Beetles unaffected by Dreq’s Skill buzzed through the air and slammed into Kerry.
Kerry grunted as the Beetle hit his tower shield. It fell to the floor and snapped at him with its alien jaws. Kerry tried to kick it away, and failing, began to hammer at the bug with the edge of his shield. He got in two hits before a second Beetle rammed him and forced him back another yard.
Trent was able to watch Felicia in action as he ran up. The Mage cast three Spells in the time it took for Trent to squeeze past her. He would have been even more impressed with the speed of her spell-slinging had there been a noticeable change when her magic reached Kerry. However, other than making Kerry and Dreq glow briefly, the Spells had no effect on the pace of the battle.
Trent flew by the three, not bothering to equip his shield as he entered the fray. There were as many Beetles on this side of the corridor as had been on his side. Thirty more Beetles and, as far as he could tell, only one of them was dead. A few bore cracks in their hard outer shells, the equivalent of flesh wounds. There was nothing significant to show how hard Kerry had been fighting.
Kerry watched in open-mouthed disbelief as Trent tore through the line of bugs. Each strike was a kill, and he never paused to line up his hits. Every step took him deeper into the dark, and if a lack of light hindered Trent, Kerry couldn’t tell. A fact he was distinctly grateful for.
As Trent single-handedly destroyed the Beetles, Kerry felt a weight of powerlessness settle in his chest. This was only the first floor! He had never felt so helpless before. The Beetles had come without end, and he had not been able to hold his ground, the one thing he was good at. Watching Trent fight highlighted his own weakness, and that stabbed at him.
“There are just as many behind us. All dead,” Felicia stood behind his shoulder and whispered.
“Too many, too many for the first floor.” Kerry leaned his shield against the wall, lifted his visor and looked back at her. “What’s happening?”
“I don’t know.” Felicia’s veil waved as she shook her head. “But maybe we should–"
Whatever she had been about to recommend was lost when Trent returned. He held his pack and pressed it towards Kerry. “I'll Harvest, you pick up the drops, alright?”
Kerry’s hands closed on the leather bag. It was empty. Presumably, Trent had left its former contents in his Storage now that that mystery was out in the open. The bag couldn’t have weighed more than a pound or two, yet Kerry’s shoulder dropped as he gripped its straps.
“I'm good for more than packing the baggage.” Trent had drawn his knife again and turned away when he heard Kerry’s complaint, forced out from between clenched teeth.
“I never said you weren’t,” Trent answered, not stopping. “We split the loot and the work. That’s fair, isn’t it? Don’t forget your shield. You should stop dropping it like that.”
“I didn’t drop it!” Kerry said indignantly, hoisting the tower shield and hurrying to catch up. “I set it down. Carefully.”
“Stop setting it down then,” Trent replied with an odd chuckle. “Sergeant…it’s a bad habit. It’s unnecessary. You need to be alert in the Trials.”
“We should go back,” Felicia cut in. “The new configuration needs to be reported. It’s only going to get harder.”
“You can go back if you like.” Trent began to Harvest the first Beetle. “I'm going on.”
He moved to the second Beetle as Kerry began stuffing coins and vials into the pack. Trent gave a casual glance at the shield that Kerry set aside before he began disassembling the bug.
Kerry saw the look and felt a childish impulse to stick out his tongue which he repressed. Oddly, it was Felicia that came to his rescue. “He can hardly hold the shield and pick up coins!”
“Then he should find a way to sling the shield! Or he could hold the bag while you gather the loot.” Trent cracked open a thorax and dipped out a vial of what he now knew was bile, not slime.
“We should leave!” Felicia insisted. She waved Kerry away when he moved to collect the new pile of coins and followed Trent’s suggestion, all the while telling herself it was a suggestion, not an order.
“You’re a Mage without an attack Spell. He's a Warrior without a weapon’s Skill. Dreq is a Dog that… I'm not sure what he’s supposed to have, but he doesn’t have it.” Trent faced the trio and gestured at each one in turn with his knife. Felicia and Kerry stared at him blankly, Dreq's tail wagged, and he sneezed in agreement, happy to be included.
“Those are the reasons we should get out of here!” Felicia insisted, lifting the hem of her robe to move to the next pile of drops. She shoved each coin into the bag Kerry held forcefully.
“That’s why we, why you three, should go on. The Trial will make you better. That’s why we challenge them.” Trent sliced through a Beetle wing, then added, “Or it might kill you. That happens too.”
Felicia ignored the more ominous part of Trent’s words and said, “We delve for profit. It’s a way to make a living, keyword, living! Delving is not a calling!”
It was a lesson the Academy instructors hammered into them. Go slow. Be cautious. You can’t spend coin if you’re dead. However, Trent had had a different kind of teacher. There were many things Sergeant Cullen claimed he wasn’t able to talk about, but one thing he said, unreservedly, was that Trials were for the challenge.
Two things a student of Sergeant Cullen’s should never be was a hero or a coward. It was a contradiction that Cullen had never addressed, and Trent had never asked about. Trials were meant to be challenged. They were supposed to be difficult. When the going gets tough, the tough kicks the going in the face and cuts its thrice-damned throat!  And the throat-cutting was just for good measure. The kick should have been enough to put the going down for good.
“I don’t know about profit,” Trent said, sawing away at a mandible. “I don’t even know why you’re here. I do know whatever brought you inside can’t be found in Bellrise. You should do what you feel is right. You’re good at making scarves; you could go do that.”
It sounded like an insult. From a fellow student, it would have been. Trent’s voice wasn’t mocking, though. He sounded quietly envious, as if he wished he knew how to make the brightly colored lengths of wool that Felicia sold.
However Trent meant the comment, Felicia stopped arguing. She did not suggest leaving again, settling for muttering to herself under her breath as she followed behind Trent, picking up coppers and occasionally staring at Trent’s back.
**********
“This is different.” Kerry set the edge of his shield against the ground. As long as he kept hold of the equipment’s handle, Trent wouldn’t say anything. Kerry had attempted to find a way to sling the shield over his shoulder when resting, but a sheet of metal five feet tall did not like to be slung.
There had never been a conversation about tactics. Kerry had expected there to be one. They had been lucky so far. That luck could end at any time. They needed to work out how they fit together as a group. He tried to hint at it. He brought it up with Felicia as casually as he could, asking her how her Spells worked and what he needed to do to help her.
The one time he managed to drag Trent into the conversation, Trent had merely asked, “Can you do more than stand there and get hit?”
Kerry had stopped bringing up tactics after that. Trent’s dismissal should have made him angry, yet Trent always sounded genuinely curious when he said something that might have been taken as a mean-spirited dig from anyone else. It was why Kerry felt, contrary to all evidence, that Trent was younger in age than he was, and that made it hard to remain frustrated with him. Especially since Trent was doing all the heavy lifting.
They were starting to find a rhythm of sorts. They had fought four times since that ambush. Each time, Trent managed the majority of the Beetles that swarmed them. Somehow, he never finished them off until Kerry and Dreq, working together, had made two or three kills of their own. That Trent viewed him in much the same way he saw the puppy was a fact Kerry had come to accept, even while he vowed to show Trent how wrong he was.
“Can we go through that?” Kerry asked, referring to the steam-filled passage ahead of the group of four. The Dungeon had thrown larger numbers of Beetles at them than he was used to. That wasn’t as unsettling as this latest change.
Other than the number of bugs and the red tint in the stone walls, the Dungeon was the same as it always was, long winding tunnels, broken by open caverns and dead ends. Kerry had latched on to that normality as a lifeline. For the most popular beginner’s Dungeon in the territory to put a new obstacle in their way did not bode well for the rest of the exploration.
The new obstacle was a wall of steam that billowed and swirled unpredictably, sometimes seeming to thin only to come back thicker than ever and never revealing what lay beyond. Kerry held his hand a few inches away from it, and sweat broke out on his palm beneath his gauntlet. The steel and leather of his armor heated up as he held his hand out, and he stepped back, waving his hand to cool it.
“Do you know a Shield Spell that can block that much heat?” Kerry asked Felicia, removing his gauntlet to blow on his fingers.
Felicia took a wand from within the sleeve of her robe and used it to draw in the air a few feet from the steam. The tip of her wand glowed and left sparkling shapes hanging in midair. After a few moments, she stopped and shook her head as the runes dissipated.
“It’s natural heat, not magic,” she said, tucking her wand back in her sleeve. “Mage shields don’t do well with natural heat. It would drain twice as fast at three times the cost. I could maintain the Spell for three or four seconds, tops.”
“That’s not very long,” Kerry mused, rubbing at his chin with his bare hand. “Looks like we won’t be going this way. What are you doing? Felicia, Healing!”
While Kerry and Felicia were talking, Trent had stepped up to the curtain of steam. As Kerry was preparing to turn back, Trent lifted his arm and thrust it into the dense white mist that Kerry had found burning hot. Kerry lunged forward to pull Trent back, certain he would find Trent’s arm had become a blistered mess.
Dragging Trent away from the steam, Kerry began to pull at the buckles and straps of Trent’s leather armor so that he could examine the wounds Trent must have received. Felicia screamed at him to leave it; she could Heal through the leather.
“What are you doing?” Trent slapped Kerry’s hands away and pushed Felicia back. “I'm fine!”
“You are not fine!” Felicia insisted. “You must be in shock, but the pain is coming. Stop pushing me. I’m trying to help you!”
Trent danced away from the two who were trying to either undress him or douse him with potions. Dreq sensibly moved to the side, where he yawned and lay down. It would take a moment before the others learned what he already knew about Trent, and he did not want to be stepped on in the madness that had descended on the party.
“Grab him, Kerry!” Felicia shouted. “Tackle him! Hit him if you have to, just hold him still so I can work on him!”
Kerry drew back his arm… and then stopped. Trent was facing him, and the set of his shoulders dared Kerry to throw the punch he was threatening. Kerry wisely lowered his fist and moved to stand beside Dreq.
“You hit him!” Kerry leaned against the wall. “I don’t think he’s hurt. And I don’t want to be.”
“He has to be! That stuff is hundreds of degrees hot; it would be like sticking your hand in a fire!” Felicia panted as she continued to chase after Trent. The cloth of her veil got caught in her mouth as she shouted, and she spat it out. “Trent, unless your armor had fire resistance, you need to…”
“It does, err, I do!” Trent sidestepped Felicia’s lunge, and gave her a light shove to keep her away. “I’m not burned!”
“Your armor has fire resistance!” Felicia came to a halt, her chest heaving more from emotion than exertion. Trent nodded in response. He was willing to explain that the fire resistance came from an Ability and not his armor, if necessary; anything to keep Felicia’s grasping hands away.
“Why didn’t you say that in the first place?” Felicia huffed, tugging primly at her robe to straighten it.
Trent waited until he was sure no one was about to rush him, then slowly relaxed. “I didn’t think I needed to.”
Felicia waited for the apology she thought should follow that statement. When it didn’t come, she didn’t demand it. She was aware that she and Kerry were more of a hindrance to Trent than a help. She was more conscious of the fact that if her uncertain feelings towards Trent drove him off, she and Kerry might not be able to make it back to the entrance alone.
Trent, thinking the issue was settled, inched past the Mage to study the blocked portion of the tunnel again. When he spoke, instead of the conciliatory words she was hoping to hear, what he proposed was exactly what she had been dreading. “I'm going to have to go on by myself.”




Chapter Thirty-One

There were a dozen reasons why Kerry and Felicia were opposed to Trent’s plan. It was dangerous to split up in a Dungeon. There was no need to explore every corner. What would happen if any of them were attacked? What if the heat was worse farther into the steam cloud, and Trent was injured?
The arguments were meaningless, though. None of them outweighed the fact that Trent wanted, needed, to know what was hidden behind the steam. So what if it was a Beast stronger than those they had encountered thus far? Wasn’t that exactly what he was hoping to find? A challenge not for his companions but for himself.
He couldn’t be dissuaded, and the others lacked the means to stop him. Dreq came the closest, jumping up to rest his front paws on Trent’s knee and whining plaintively. The Dog was easily bribed, though. A hunk of dried meat and a Dire Wolf tooth had Dreq curled up, chewing peacefully. Trent suspected that may have been what he was after the whole time.
Steam washed over him as Trent entered it. Within three steps, he was hidden from view and was likewise unable to see Kerry or Felicia. He could feel them through the party link, and although some of their anxiety spilled through that tether, it couldn’t override his own excitement.
He slid his feet along the floor, testing the path carefully, never lifting his boots from the stone. Dark Vision was no help here; his sight was blocked by the swirling mist. Not only could Trent not see his friends, his feet, or the walls of the tunnel on both sides, he had no idea of what waited for him in front.
The heat that had scorched Kerry’s hand was a warm blanket to Trent. It surrounded and sheltered him. He took a deep breath and hot, moist air filled his lungs. Water condensed on his skin, running down his chest and back to soak the shirt beneath his armor. Trent stood for a moment, rolling his neck, loosening tight muscles, reveling in the steam bath, and enjoying a new sensation.
He might have stood there longer, but Kerry’s voice reached him, asking how things were going. It broke Trent from his reverie, and he called back that he was safe. A new warmth filled him. There was concern in Kerry’s voice. Concern for Trent and not for Kerry’s own dubious situation.
It was ridiculous when you stopped to think about it. Kerry had every cause to worry for himself and none to care what happened to Trent. Trent was as safe as he could be in this Trial. Kerry, on the other hand, was vulnerable to the weakest of the Trial’s inhabitants. He should have been worrying for himself, yet he still had some to spare for a relative stranger.
Trent had heard that kind of concern before. He had heard it in the angry voice of Cullen when Trent had disappeared without notice. He had heard it from Orion when he was injured or near exhaustion. It was good to hear it now.
Another deep breath, and Trent started forward again. He had to find out what was hidden in this mist, even if it was just another dead end to be marked on his map. He needed to explore, but his presence was required with the group. He had to quicken his steps.
The steam did grow hotter as Trent ventured in deeper. He tugged at the collar of his armor as the soothing warmth became uncomfortable. When it occurred to him that what he felt as mild discomfort was enough to boil the usual Bellrise Adventurers alive, Trent shivered, despite the sweat that covered him.
This was wrong. He had only a vague understanding of Guild ranks, but Bellrise was populated by Adventurers carrying Wooden Tokens. High-leveled Warriors did not come here. Warriors with Abilities and equipment that could resist this kind of heat would find it unworthy of their time to explore the cramped tunnels where Academy students trained. If they entered it at all, they would press on to the final Guardian as fast as they could, not bothering to search every nook and cranny for crumbs. This obstacle was out of place.
A hundred feet, two hundred, and the heat grew more intense. Heart of the Inferno began to actively draw Mana to protect Trent from the sweltering temperature. It had never done that before, had never needed to. Looking at his Status, Trent watched his MP tick down at a noticeable rate.
He pulled off a glove and held his hand close to his face. His skin was red and tender, not burned but not far from it. The sensation was becoming painful. Painful, though not anything as bad as the Burning Lake had been. Trent kept the thought that he had felt worse firmly in mind as he stretched out a boot and continued forward.
Breaking out of the steam sent chills through Trent’s body. He involuntarily crossed his arms in front of his chest as the normal air of the Trial cooled the superheated moisture that covered him. Trent coughed and shook as he adjusted to the sudden change.
He had done it! The steam was behind him. And in front? A dead end. The Trial had a lot of those. Kerry said you could avoid them when you knew the current layout. As they were exploring a new floor-plan, they were forced to discover them personally, and this one was different than those they had found previously.
It was five feet from the wall of white steam to the wall of red stone. Trent could see clearly now, but his feet still shuffled on the floor, feeling his way as if he were blind. Unlike the blank walls of other dead ends, this one held a recessed shelf at around waist height. Five feet high, four wide, and three deep, the shelf had three items sitting in it. Trent felt a lump form in his chest when he was close enough to examine the contents.
A bow, a bottle, and what appeared to be a bundle of sticks. An image of Dreq chewing on a bone crossed Trent’s mind. These items felt like a bribe. As if the Trial wanted something from him and was luring him, urging him to continue, though there was little to be gained here.
These weren’t the normal offerings of a Minor Permanent Trial. Placed behind an obstacle only he could cross, the items felt less like loot and more like a trap. His fingers touched the bait as he Appraised them.
The bow was a recurve type, the tips of its limbs stretching forward, unlike the straight bough of his short bow. This one was called a Runic Battle Bow. It had a Damage Rating of +35, which was significantly higher than his current bow. It also passively absorbed and stored Mana to be used for creating arrows. A marked improvement for someone like Trent.
The bottle contained an Alchemical mixture that would permanently increase the Agility of anyone who drank it by 6 Points. This item Trent picked up and turned over to study from every angle. He was more convinced that he had walked into a trap with every second that passed. This item was a miracle. A potion that increased an Attribute by more Points than could be gained by leveling an Advanced Class? Trent had bled for lesser rewards than this bottle represented.
Trent found his distrust growing as he ran a finger around the cork that plugged the bottle. The mixture in the bottle was miraculous, and at the same time, pointless. It was no more effective than the Attribute Crystals Trent had come across before. The only improvement that the potion had over those Crystals was that it could be carried away, saved for later. He resisted the urge to drink the potion immediately, and set it down.
He picked up the last item. The bundle of sticks turned out to be ten Prickly Stick Legs, insect parts that could be used in crafting. Six inches long and a half inch thick, the legs flexed as Trent bent them with both hands. These legs confused his theory that the Trial wanted something from him.
The bow and the potion were things he could use. They whispered to him that he should go deeper into the Trial and find out what else was there to be discovered. They represented an increase to both himself and his equipment.
But the insect legs? As far as Trent was concerned, they were about as much use as any stick he could find lying around. He had just begun crafting his own weapons and had no idea how to use the fragile-feeling Beast parts.
Felicia intruded on his thoughts. Felicia with her hand-woven scarves. She knew something about crafting; maybe she would know about the legs. Trent stored the bundle, intending to ask her when he returned. He hefted the bottle and began to open it when an image of Kerry tumbling to the ground popped into his head. Kerry needed this.
Three items for three Adventurers? From the first, Trent thought the bait left in plain sight was for him alone. The coins and drops they had acquired, he fully intended to share. The others hadn’t contributed much, other than information, but he felt it was only right to split the gains fairly.
These three items, though? This was no Survival Trial where any small increase in the party was beneficial to all. If the way forward became too dangerous, Kerry and Felicia could always leave. What he found himself, he had every right to keep. He did not have to decide between the bow or the potion; they were both his!
And both went into Storage. Trent ran back the way he came. He barely felt the change in temperature as he reentered the steam. A sick feeling in his gut distracted him as he rushed back. He burst out of the concealing fog in a sprint, startling Kerry and Felicia. They got over their fright at his sudden appearance as quickly as they could, and focused behind Trent, readying themselves to confront what was chasing him.
Trent was at a loss as he saw Felicia brandish the wand she kept in her sleeve, and Kerry heft his shield. What did they think they were doing? He brought himself to a stop and considered how his return must have looked.
“I think we should agree,” Trent rolled his shoulders uncomfortably, “that if you see me running, you should run too.”
“Fair enough.” Kerry cleared his throat and let out an embarrassed chuckle. “So, find anything in there, or was it too hot to handle?”
“Why are you here?” Acting like he hadn’t heard the question, Trent faced Felicia and lifted his mask. He watched as she flinched at the sight of his face. He hadn’t missed how nervous she was around him. Even when she had been trying to heal him earlier, Trent had seen the disquiet that filled her at the thought of directly interacting with him.
“What? Why are you asking?” Felicia took a step back, her hands fluttering nervously.
“Because I have a right to know. You want something from me. What is it?” Trent lowered his cowl, forcing Felicia to look at his distinct features. His face was set and serious, a look slightly undermined by the festive ribbon that held his hair in place.
“I want… a crafting material.” Felicia squared her shoulders and put her hands on her hips. “It drops occasionally on the fourth floor. It can be Harvested as well. Which is why—"
“Fourth floor!” Kerry guffawed and slapped his leg in an artificial and obvious attempt to dispel the tension between his two companions. “Keep dreaming! Second floor is the best we'll do today.”
Felicia gestured towards Trent while speaking to Kerry, “ Maybe so, but he'll reach the fourth someday soon. And when he does, I'm willing to pay twice the market price for—"
“Prickly Insect legs?” Trent produced the bundle and held it out to her. “Will ten do?”
“Ten is more than enough!” Felicia snatched the bundle away with a soft joyous cry of disbelief. “How much do you—"
“They’re yours,” Trent interrupted the Mage again. “You'll be leaving now?”
Felicia’s hands trembled as she clutched the crafting material she had been attempting to acquire for months. “I can… I will help you on the first floor. It’s the least I can do.”
She forced the words out, as if making a great concession. Trent had already turned away from her. “And you, Kerry? What do you need?”
Kerry didn’t answer. He set down his shield and stretched his arms wide. “How long have we been at it now? Think we’ve about covered the first floor?”
“Kerry needs money,” Felicia said for him. “Don’t give me that look, Kerry! The whole Academy knows. Three gold to buy out of the charter. That should have been enough to tell you what you were in for even if you didn’t read the fine print.”
“Gold? Is that all? Not a weapon?” Trent’s eyebrows arched hopefully as he asked, “I don’t suppose you have a secret talent for Archery?”
“Not particularly good at things that require delicacy.” Kerry emphasized his point by holding up and wiggling his thick fingers. “What’s this all about, Trent?”
Trent shushed Kerry with a wave of his hand. He was busy calculating the amount of coins that they had earned in his head. During the few hours they had spent exploring the Trial, they had fought five groups of Beetles. Each Beetle had dropped anywhere from fifteen to twenty coppers. With a hundred coppers equaling one silver, they had made approximately forty silver, not quite half a gold, after killing nearly two hundred Swift Beetles.
It was an unbelievable number to Kerry. Trent hadn’t thought much of it. The XP had been more important to him and, split between three people and a Dog, the experience earned from two hundred Beetles was slight. Considering that Trent needed three thousand XP to level his Swordsman Class, the two hundred and fifty or so given by the Trial so far wasn’t worth talking about.
But if Kerry wanted money and nothing else… “Is this worth three gold?”
He held out the potion for Felicia to take. Trent hadn’t participated in the conversations Kerry and Felicia held, but he had listened and learned that her Evaluation Spell gave a more detailed estimate of an item’s worth than Appraisal did.
She gave the grimy old bottle Trent handed her a doubtful look before she cast her Spell. As the wave of information Evaluation provided entered her mind, that look faded and was replaced by one of wonder. The hold she had on the bottle went from careless to fluctuating between desperately tight and ginger. She was torn between fear that she might drop the bottle and concern that it might crack beneath her fingers.
“This is… How did Maryann put it? It’s worth what people will pay for it!” Felicia made a loud gulping noise, and her veil twitched as she licked her lips. “I didn’t know it was possible to make a potion like this. The ingredients alone must have cost more than three gold. I wouldn’t take less than five, if I were selling it.”
Trent took the potion back and started to hand it to Kerry, who reached for it longingly. Before his fingers could close around it, Trent held it back and said, “First, show me your Status.”
“For five gold, I'll show you whatever you want,” Kerry said, eyeing the bottle as he chanted, “Display Status.”
	Name: Kerry Moss

	Age: 14

	Race: Human


	Level: 4

	Class: Warrior Level 4

	Profession: None


	Health: 170

	Stamina: 170

	Mana: 90


	Strength: 19

	Agility: 14

	Dexterity: 7


	Constitution: 17

	Intelligence: 9

	Wisdom: 8


	
	Free Attribute Points: 0

	

	
	Skills

	

	Heavy Armor Level 3

	Taunt Level 1

	

	
	Spells

	

	Self-Clean/Charm Level 6

	Self-Dry/Charm Level 4

	Mend/Charm Level 2


	Shave/Charm Level 1

	
	




Trent forced himself to concentrate on Kerry’s Attributes and Skills. It wasn’t easy. The wet shirt that clung to his skin begged him to ask about the Self-Dry charm. Shave also caught his eye, and for a moment, he wondered what its purpose was.
However, it wasn’t the time for his fascination with everyday magic. Kerry was well on the way to crippling himself. Every Class had an Attribute they focused on. Warriors invested in Strength, and Archers chose Dexterity, while Mages needed Intelligence. As practical as Trent found building up all his Attributes, his situation was different than the average Adventurers.
So Kerry wasn’t wrong to set his Free Attribute Points the way he had. It was a common build for Warriors who fought at the front. Only, Kerry had taken it to extremes. The rule, as it was explained to Trent, was that a Warrior’s Strength should never be more than twice his Agility. Without flexibility, Kerry wouldn’t be able to use the impressive muscle that he had. Skills could counter this to some extent. The Heavy Armor Skill kept Kerry on his feet and fighting as long as he wore the right equipment. Whereas, without the plates of iron, his biggest nemesis was his own feet.
Kerry had an honest face. He wore his emotions for the world to see. It was not greed that Trent found in Kerry’s furrowed brows. It was desperation. Desperation caused Kerry’s lips to flatten into a line and set his eyes to gleaming with a feverish light. He would do anything for the bottle that Trent held just out of reach, and it wasn’t for the increase to his Attributes that it promised. Neither Felicia nor Trent had mentioned the potion’s effect.
“You can have this,” Trent said, holding the bottle up, “on one condition."
“Anything! You name it, and it’s yours,” Kerry blurted. “You want my firstborn? My left arm? Both?”
“You can have it, once you promise me, you’ll drink it. You can’t sell it.” Trent locked his eyes onto Kerry’s and watched the light fade from them. “You have to drink it, Kerry. You brought me here because I have the Detect Traps Skill. Trust me when I say I've spotted one, and I'm helping you avoid it.”
“Five gold, Trent!” Kerry’s tone begged Trent to understand. “Do you know what that represents? I've been saving for months and I have less than fifteen silver put aside. My father fed a family of five on twenty silvers a year, and fifteen is a drop in a lake to me!”
“So, you won’t drink it?” Trent tucked the bottle behind his back. Kerry’s eyes bulged as it disappeared from view.
“I can’t!” Kerry hissed.
“You can!” Behind Trent, the bottle blinked out of existence as he put it in Storage. “I’ll help you.”
“You don’t understand! I—" Kerry let out an oomph when he hit the ground. His leg ached where Trent had kicked it hard enough to sweep him off his feet. His helm cracked against the stone and stars filled his sight. He didn’t have time to count them. Before he could blink the dancing lights away, Trent had already straddled his chest, pinning Kerry’s arms with his knees.
“What do you think you’re doing? Get off my…” Kerry slurred groggily, trying to free his arms to swat Trent away.
Trent’s fingers closed around his jaw, applying pressure and forcing Kerry’s mouth open. “Don’t fight me, Kerry. This is for your own good.”
Too relaxed, Trent’s tone and body language were just too damned relaxed. Kerry tried to heave his body, and with his greater weight managed to wriggle his lower limbs, but Trent rode the wave, keeping Kerry’s shoulders pressed down.
“It doesn’t have to be this way, Trent. Let’s talk about this.” The words were garbled as Trent continued to press on his jaw. Kerry’s eyes grew frantic as Trent produced the bottle again and used his thumb to open it.
“I'm not good at talking.” Trent maneuvered the mouth of the bottle close to Kerry’s lips. “You are right, though, it didn’t have to be this way.”
Any other arguments Kerry might have offered were lost as Trent began to pour. The bottle had a long, thin neck, and to prevent the precious liquid from spilling, Trent shoved it between Kerry’s teeth towards the back of his throat. Kerry was left with the choice of swallowing or choking, and wisely chose the former.
The ceramic of the bottle tasted of dirt and mildew, the potion cloyingly sweet. It was like eating honey poured over mushrooms that had not been washed. Kerry was sure whatever the positive effect of the potion might be, he was going to die from a toxin on the bottle itself.
Kerry swallowed and gagged and swallowed again, tears filling the corners of his eyes. Not a single drop of the potion leaked from his mouth. Trent had conscientiously scrunched his cheeks to prevent spillage. Trent also made sure to shake the bottle, ensuring all the liquid was out, as he removed the container and tossed it aside.
Once he was certain Kerry had ingested all the precious medicine, Trent hopped to his feet and stepped back. Kerry, freed to move again, lay in a miserable state on the floor, scrubbing his tongue against the roof of his mouth and checking his teeth for chips.
“Are you okay, Kerry?” Felicia’s voice was muffled coming as it did from behind both her veil and her left hand. Her right hand held her wand, which shook as she pointed it at Trent.
“I feel violated.” Kerry coughed and struggled to sit up. Trent’s foot settled on his chest, holding him down before he could rise as far as his elbows.
“Violated? That’s probably the potion taking effect. It will pass,” Trent said blandly. “Stay down for a bit. 6 Points of Agility all at once will make you feel woozy if you move around before you've adjusted.”
Kerry’s hands clamped around Trent’s ankle, and he tried to push the offending leg away. All he got for his efforts was a red face and the frustrating sight of Trent looking hurt from Kerry’s lack of appreciation.
Letting his arms drop, Kerry gasped, “Do you know what you’ve cost me?”
“Nothing.” Trent’s lips twisted into a frown. “You need gold? We've already earned forty silver. Maybe now you’ll trust me when I say I promise that I'll see you have what you need before we leave this Trial.”
“The gold, and a weapon. A Warrior needs a weapon.” Trent plucked at his armor and began to undo the buckles. “I'm still wet. Rest a little, Kerry. After I change, we have a Guardian to fight.”




Chapter Thirty-Two

Privacy was a luxury in the Trials. It was why Charms like Self-Clean had been developed. Researchers spent years studying Spells to make life simpler for combatants and civilians alike. No matter how they tried, though, there were problems that couldn’t be resolved by magic. Adventurers in mixed company learned to be discreet and politely inattentive when life’s necessities required attention.
Trent, having spent most of his life in such situations, wasn’t shy and felt no shame as he stripped five feet from his companions. He did spare a brief thought to picking up the Self-Dry Charm, but his only concession in regard to his nudity was to take an Elwire longsword from Storage to lean against the wall, close at hand.
That was a trick Orion had taught him, not Cullen. Fighting naked was unpleasant. Fighting naked and unarmed could be disastrous. Best to keep a weapon handy so you weren’t scrambling for your belt when Fleshings came with fetid breath and grasping hands.
Kerry and Felicia were not as accustomed to the practical fundamentals of Adventuring. Academy students delved as often as they could but in short durations. A few hours at a time was the most they subjected themselves to. This trip was already approaching record lengths for the two, who studied the tunnel’s ceiling with red cheeks, while Trent rubbed himself down with a spare cloth.
Kerry had lifted himself into a sitting position with his head in his hands by the time Trent had finished changing and started wiping the excess moisture from his armor. Kerry peered at Trent from between spread fingers. Trent’s movements were brisk and professional. They inspired confidence.
It was a confidence that Kerry truly desired. The potion made his head swim as it accomplished the task for which it had been brewed. Underneath the sick, world-tilting sensation, Kerry felt stiff muscles loosening as they became more flexible. Trent had been correct. Kerry did need to drink the potion, not sell it. The feeling that his limbs were once again fully under his control, in a way they hadn’t been for months, was worth more than five gold.
Once Trent’s armor had been dried as much as possible, he laid it down and plopped on the ground beside it. Trent put a set of tools, a few strips of leather, and two thick branches out in front of him. Kerry and Felicia stared as Trent’s hands went to work. Dreq was less captivated. His feet slapped the ground as he ran over and curled up with his head in Trent’s lap.
A sense of curiosity was injected into the embarrassed and baffled silence that had fallen over the group. Trent whittled one branch with the heavy knives he wore until it had a sharp point and then set it down. He used a gimlet and an auger on the second branch to bore a hole near one end, and proceeded to enlarge the hole with a smaller knife. Then to Kerry’s disgust, Trent took out a jar of Swift Beetle bile and smeared it on the inside of the hole.
Satisfied with the results, Trent picked up the first branch again and trimmed the point some more before inserting it through the hole. Trent cut the unsharpened side off, leaving a foot of material protruding from both ends, and, using a mallet, hammered the spike until it was tight. He started to sharpen the dull side then, after a glance at Kerry, left it as it was.
Trent swung the makeshift implement a few times and bit his tongue as he considered the results. It was too light. That was the problem with Elwire wood. It held an edge better than iron and could cut with ease, but it lacked the weight to deliver a crushing blow or deep slash. Or, maybe it was a problem with his understanding of the wood and its uses.
Trent was no master craftsman. It could be the wood was supposed to be treated or used as an additive. He should have asked Arden why the would-be smith was so desperate to get the timber. However, Elwire was what he had, so Elwire it would have to be. Trent shrugged as he picked up the jar of Swift Beetle Bile and began dripping it on the handle of his creation.
“That’s gross.” Kerry put his chin in his hands and rested his elbows on his knees. “You shouldn’t play with Beetle innards, Trent.”
“It’s sticky, and it’s flammable,” Trent explained, not looking up from his task. He began to wrap the strips of leather around the coated handle. He wound it slowly, making sure that the edges of the strip touched without overlapping.
“Beetle bile can be used as a glue if you know what you’re doing,” Felicia added, refraining from stating that Trent obviously did not. She had moved to kneel beside Kerry while Trent worked. The wood Trent handled so casually tugged at her memory. She tried to identify it from sight and would have cast Evaluation if the piece Trent had discarded had rolled closer.
“Still gross,” Kerry muttered, drumming his fingers against his cheek.
Trent stood, dislodging Dreq ,who grumbled grumpily. Moving farther away, Trent gave his creation one last careful look. It wasn’t perfect. Without the knowledge, tools, or materials to adjust the balance, it would have to do. It was only a temporary fix, anyway. There was just one final step.
Kerry’s hands dropped and his jaw fell open when Trent cast Spark. All that work for a torch? A torch they didn’t need? A torch that didn’t light? The Spell was cast, and Trent looked to be concentrating intently, but nothing happened.
Then an intoxicating smell drifted through the tunnel. Pleasant and comforting, Kerry couldn’t quite place the scent. It was filled with fresh flowers and spices. It sank into you, through the nose and into the chest, settling there like a drink of hot cider on a cold day.
Kerry peacefully relaxed under the scent’s influence. Felicia had an entirely different reaction. Her hat was nearly dislodged by her abrupt rise to her feet, and her veil puffed out as she let out an anguished cry.
“Elwire,” she moaned. Had she not seen Trent slaughter his way through the Trial, she might have rushed forward to strangle him. “You’re using Elwire for… for… what do you think you’re doing?”
Trent studied the results of his Spell with a critical eye. With Heart of the Inferno and Fire Manipulation, his Spark Charm could be made to burn hotter than Liquid Silver. It had cost him 90 Points of his Mana for a few seconds of purifying fire. He wasn’t sure it was worth it.
The shaft and spiked head had fused, which was good. The leather was intact and bound firmly to the handle which was as he intended. The weapon made a mournful whistle as he swung it through the air as hard as he could. That was also satisfactory, but Appraisal wasn’t kind as it revealed the results of his handiwork.
Crude Improvised Elwire Spiked Club
Common item/Poor Quality
Damage Rating +5
Was it necessary to say crude and improvised? His swords weren’t great, but they were Basic items of average quality. This spiked club was common and poor. That Damage Rating of 5 wasn’t impressive either. With Kerry’s Strength, he would be able to deal 25 Damage with a heavy swing, and maybe a little more with a precise blow.
Trent could use the club to kill a Swift Beetle in a single hit; he was stronger and faster than Kerry. With their thick shells, Kerry might have difficulty breaking the bug’s natural defenses. That wouldn’t do! There had to be a way to test it outside of actual combat.
Trent’s eyes shifted from the club to where Kerry’s shield leaned against the wall. Felicia was still shouting outraged insults at Trent, questioning his intelligence and parentage in turn. Kerry was fully focused on her, and Trent’s nonchalant stride didn’t tear Kerry’s attention away. It took the shrieking of metal as it was pierced and rent to do that.
“My shield!” Kerry clambered to his feet, his arms outstretched. It was too late. Trent had delivered three rapid blows to Kerry’s shield, and the innocent sheet of metal had fallen to become scrap.
Trent nodded gleefully and pressed the club into the fingers that Kerry opened and closed mindlessly. “It’s better than it looks. The description doesn’t say so, but I think it has a piercing effect. The spike went through metal, and I hardly felt any resistance!”
“My shield, Trent, my shield.” Kerry’s arms dropped lifelessly, and the head of his new club thudded against the stone.
“Oh.” Trent rubbed the back of his neck ruefully. He tugged a black ring off his left hand and gave it to Kerry. “This is better. You can use it until we find you a new one. After I clean up my tools and get my armor on, we need to get going.”
Trent ducked his head and turned away. Hoping to take Kerry’s mind off what he had done, Trent put the destroyed tower shield into Storage before putting on his armor. He hadn’t thought Kerry would take the loss of such lousy equipment so hard.
“He keeps his promises,” Felicia muttered bitterly. She reached out and touched the haft of Kerry’s new weapon reverently. “You've got your gold, Kerry.”
Her words shocked Kerry out of his stupor. “What do you mean?”
“It’s Elwire! Elwire!” Felicia repeated and stressed the word. “An Alchemist or woodworker will haggle with you after what Trent did to it, but a Blacksmith will pile gold on you for that… thing.”
“I don’t understand,” Kerry said numbly, holding up the club to look at it.
“Elwire can be used to refine the hardest metals to their purest form. Shavings from that club can replace twenty types of ore when used to create silver steel.” Felicia stamped a foot angrily and glowered in Trent’s direction. “Shavings added to any metal will improve a Smith’s results tenfold, and Trent… I can’t talk about this anymore.”
Felicia wandered off to mutter to herself, stamping her feet and kicking at the wall. Kerry processed the new information, and a manic grin slid across his face. His right hand tightened around the weapon worth gold. His left clutched the ring containing the shield that he had seen Trent use. They were superior to anything he had ever owned.
That fact might have been the source of his excitement but watching Trent equip his shoulder guards and cowl, Kerry had an epiphany. He had thought he needed gold to find a new beginning, to fix past mistakes. He had been wrong.
His fresh start lay behind that featureless mask. Trent had not given him the club to sell. He had made the club because a Warrior needed a weapon. With Trent, Kerry could explore the Dungeon freely, and unlike Jace, Trent wanted Kerry to be more than a meat shield lugging around the loot. Kerry was beginning to understand why Trent had the Leadership Skill. 
Kerry would not sell the club! Like Trent said, he would use it until he found a better weapon. Kerry would earn the coin he needed himself. It was possible now. He was a Warrior.
**********
The Academy’s instructors were all retired Adventurers and Soldiers. Men and women who had been there and done all the things Kerry dreamed of doing. They were competent, grizzled Warriors, educated Mages, sly rogues, and Kerry admired them all.
Had he been asked, he would have said the instructors were tough. They had high expectations for their students, and slacking or shirking were not allowed. They demanded the best that each student was capable of and let you know in no uncertain terms when you let them down.
Kerry had to adjust his opinion during the next wave of Beetles. The instructors mixed encouragement in with their criticism. They were kind, gentle souls next to Trent. Trent seemed to think encouragement was a waste of time. It was odd to hear biting sarcasm and ear-burning insults delivered in a deadpan tone. Trent’s voice was utterly devoid of malice when he told Kerry he waddled into battle like a fat man with a full bladder. He was cheerful when he said Kerry swung his club with almost as much strength as a housewife would use to beat rugs.
When words weren’t enough to correct Kerry’s stance, Trent resorted to kicking his feet. When his elbows stuck out too far for Trent’s liking, Kerry’s armor didn’t protect him from swats that jarred nerves and stung the back of his head.
Kerry might have complained about this treatment, except Trent’s method did have redeeming features to make up for its harshness. For one, it worked. Kerry learned to keep his shield up and follow through with his blows. Beetles became targets instead of threats. He started to look forward to the ambushes and attacks.
It helped that the second redeeming feature to Trent’s approach was that, while Trent felt free to slap and kick at Kerry, he never allowed anyone else to. A Beetle taking advantage of Kerry’s poor positioning would be cut down before it could get up to speed, long before its mandibles could bite into him. Kerry was more involved in the delve than he had ever been, and he never felt safer.
Kerry hammered his club downwards with an undulating war cry. The spike pierced through the shell of a Beetle where its thorax met its head, and the Beast convulsed as it collapsed. Kerry let out another scream as he sank to his knees. He let go of his club’s handle, the head of which was still stuck in the dead bug, and punched at the air victoriously.
One hit! He had finally managed a one-hit kill on a creature the same Level that he was! Bards would not write songs about the moment, but Kerry felt like singing.
“Tired, Kerry?” Trent asked, drawing his Harvesting knife and tugging Kerry’s weapon free. “Would you like a nap? Perhaps first, I could fetch you a bottle to suck on while the men do the work?”
“Yes, please, but heat the milk if you would.” Kerry pulled off his gauntlets and removed his helm. “I sleep better after a bottle of warm milk.”
Trent had lifted a wing and was about to start cutting. He froze at Kerry’s quip. That had sounded like backtalk. One of Cullen’s first lectures had been on the dangers of backtalk. It apparently killed more Recruits than Beasts did. The Sergeant had never explained how those Recruits died, but Trent had avoided it, nonetheless.
Having never risked backtalk personally, Trent wasn’t sure how to impress upon Kerry the danger he was walking into. Trent could only pass on the lessons Cullen had taught him and the tricks he had picked up on his own. Kerry had just dragged him into unfamiliar territory.
Trent spent a minute in thought, then shrugged, and his knife flashed as it separated the wing he held. After all, Kerry wasn’t a Guard Recruit. Adventurers probably had different types of danger they had to look out for.
Felicia dropped the loot-gathering sack in front of Kerry as she and Dreq moved to help Trent. The Dog and Mage, with their supporting Skills, had been left out of the fighting since Trent started concentrating on Kerry. The job left to them was to pick up after Trent. Dreq had gotten adept at spitting coins into an open sack, but his tendency to chew on other drops relegated Felicia to handling the nonmetal bits.
“You two probably missed it from way in the back,” Kerry said proudly, buffing his fingernails against his breastplate, “but I was glorious!"
“Bravo, hero,” Felicia said, giving Kerry three soft claps.
“I am a hero! Tell them, Trent. Tell them about the one-hit kill. Tell them how good I looked!” Kerry pleaded, holding open the sack so Dreq could deposit coins into it.
“You looked strong enough to kill chickens, and ugly enough to scare children,” Trent said, not looking up from his work.
“Really? That’s it? Not one nice thing to say.” Kerry rolled his eyes. “It wouldn’t kill you, you know.”
That got Trent to stop what he was doing. He had thought that phrase was nice. He remembered the day Cullen had said it to him. It had been on the way to the Burning Lake. He had managed to get a single hit on Tersa during the morning’s sparring. The look on her face had been priceless.
True, it was just one hit, and Tersa had pummeled him for it, but that was the day Cullen had promoted Trent from being too weak to kill chickens and too ugly to be let out in public. In Trent’s book, he had given Kerry high praise.
“There were twenty-five Beetles, and—" Felicia started primly.
“Wow! That many. I must have lost count.” Kerry’s chest swelled. “Didn’t think I had it in me!”
“You don’t!” Felicia jabbed a finger in Trent’s direction. “He took care of fifteen while you were occupied with the first two.”
“Oh.” Kerry deflated and cleared his throat. “That’s still pretty good. Can you name another first-year student who can claim they’ve bagged ten Beetles in one fight?”
Felicia sniffed and knelt to pick up a handful of glass vials. Kerry’s words hit her hard because they were true, and that scared her. Under Trent’s tutelage, Kerry had blossomed, and that was frightening. It forced her to consider that all she had heard of the violet-eyed might not be true.
Kerry called Trent’s instruction harsh, but Felicia saw it from an outsider’s perspective. The students and instructors could have helped Kerry buy out of his charter. They all liked him, and knew he was worth helping. Yet, they hadn’t.
She had chased after them from the market, thinking to profit from Trent. She had expected to see brutality and bloodlust. Instead, time and again, Trent was generous and, in his own way, kind. Those that called themselves Kerry’s friends hadn’t stepped forward to help the Warrior, but Trent had, at considerable cost.
He gave freely of his time. Felicia suspected that, on his own, Trent could have cleared the first floor of the Dungeon thrice in the time he had spent ushering the group along. She could have explained that away as a desire for company, or the security offered by an extra set of eyes, but there were other instances of generosity that couldn’t be dismissed.
The incident with the potion, for example. Trent had not only given it to Kerry, he had forced him to drink it. There were cautionary tales told about Adventuring Parties that had fallen apart over less impressive loot than an Attribute-increasing potion. Trent gave it away without a thought, then afterward crafted an invaluable weapon, from a material standpoint, and gave it away as well.
Felicia saw it, and once he was done pouting, Kerry probably would, too. Trent had an odd way of putting things, but it was a fact, no one else had invested as much effort into Kerry. Not his supposed friends, not the instructors who were paid to look out for the students, and certainly not the members of his chartered party.
Felicia had been raised to fear the violet-eyed. All elves and half-elves did. The Elven half of her family hadn’t lived in Elven controlled territories for centuries, but they still told stories of the slaughter during the long retreat. They sang songs describing the bloodlust that resulted in the burning of Tinredi Grove, and the laughter of the Al’rashians as ash floated into the air.
Felicia had more reason to hate Al’rashians than most modern elves. The ancestor who had started their line had been crippled by Warriors of the Verren Clan and brought to what had been a secret merchant outpost long before it was a kingdom as a slave. She had every reason to despise Trent.
So she thought. Stretching her back after dropping the last vial into the sack, Felicia watched Trent breathlessly peering at a wooden spoon. Miscellaneous goods like that showed up in drops all the time. Socks, needles, cups, they could be seen cluttering the ground when the Dungeon was filled with Adventurers too lazy to pick up the junk.
However, Trent insisted on collecting all of it. It might have a use, he insisted. The Trial provided it for a reason. It sounded acceptable when he said it, but she had seen the innocent light in his eye when he pushed back his mask to more closely inspect a carving of a duck.
She could not bring herself to hate someone who chuckled when he found a rose made from paper. She could admire a man who stepped between his companions and harm, and she couldn’t fear a Swordsman who tucked shiny pebbles into a belt pouch when he thought no one was looking. 




Chapter Thirty-Three

“There shouldn’t be any Beetles between here and the entrance.” They had reached the first split in the tunnels after hours of backtracking, and Trent pointed towards the exit while addressing Felicia. “If you think you can’t make it by yourself, we can walk you out.”
“What are you talking about?” Felicia had been ready to follow Trent down the middle path, the last route that they needed to explore. When he had turned and started speaking, it had taken her by surprise.
“You have what you came for. There’s no need for you to go on.” Trent said, “Don’t sit down, Kerry, we aren’t stopping long.”
Kerry paused in the act of sliding down the wall and tried to pretend he was flexing his legs, “No, of course not. We've been at it for days. Why would we rest?”
“It hasn’t been a full day yet,” Trent disagreed. “We can rest after the Guardian. Didn’t you say each floor starts with a Safe Zone?”
“It’s been twenty-six hours, actually,” Felicia interjected. “We’ll need to pick things up if we want to explore all five floors before the next term starts.”
Kerry’s ears perked up at that. Not only did Felicia sound like she wasn’t going back, but there was also a tone in her voice when she spoke of the coming start to Academy classes. A tone that suggested she didn’t care if they made it back on time.
Trent was taken off guard by Felicia’s comment. He had already dismissed her from his considerations. It was also annoying to learn he had lost track of time again. There had to be a way, a Spell or device, to monitor the passing of hours. It was something to investigate later.
For now, “You aren’t coming with us,” Trent said flatly. Felicia had offered to help complete the first floor with them. It was then that Trent stopped thinking of her as a member of the team. He saw no need to invest in a person that wasn’t committed to the group. Especially one who so far had contributed little.
“You have what you need. It’s best to part ways here.” Trent started to turn away, confident the conversation was over.
“You need me!” Felicia grabbed his arm to hold him in place. “Unless you like walking in the dark.”
“Point to her, Trent.” Kerry coughed into a fist, uncomfortably. “I don’t have a torch, and unless you know a Spell to light the way—”
“I do.” Trent cast Spark. It was second nature for him to brighten the flame and bind it in place. He chose to bind it to Dreq’s tail, and for good measure, he set another two flames on the Dog’s ears, before sending Dreq down the tunnel where Felicia’s Spell was unable to reach.
“Huh!” Kerry pushed up his visor and squinted after Dreq. “Works well enough. Looks like you can take it in after all, Felicia.”
“I'm the group’s Healer!” Felicia countered, adamantly. “Potions can’t replace a Healer.”
“No, but they can replace a Mage who knows Minor Healing.” Trent’s foot tapped an impatient beat. “You have what you need. There’s no reason—"
“What I need has changed.” Felicia reached up and unfastened her veil, pulling the thin cloth away. She tucked it into her pouch and started to remove her hat. “And there is one more thing you should know.”
“Careful, Trent,” Kerry said uneasily. He took off his helm with a sigh. “When women start talking about their needs, it’s a good time for smart men to make themselves scarce.”
Felicia’s hands crumpled the brim of her hat as she counted slowly to three. “A smart man would never have said that out loud. Ignore him, Trent. Kerry knows less about women than you do about the value of rare goods and materials.”
“Hey! Instructor Bragee says—" Kerry opened his mouth to defend himself, proving that he indeed was not a smart man.
“Instructor Bragee,” Felicia said, in a dangerously calm voice, as she tugged her hat deeper around her ears, “is a foul old man, who would have been murdered a dozen times if he wasn’t so good at hiding. A wise person disregards any comment which comes out of his mouth that isn’t directly related to scouting or field craft.”
“I think he makes a lot of sense.” The flickering light of a returning Dreq drew Kerry’s eyes away from Felicia. “His stories are funny, too, and... Ow! Stop that!”
Felicia’s hat made the point that Trent had been trying to convey to Kerry for several hours. Putting down your shield or taking off your helm when you could be attacked at any time was a bad idea.
“Would you shut up, you oafish bastard!” Felicia struck again and again with her hat, shouting at Kerry, “This is serious!”
Trent exchanged glances with Dreq as Felicia wailed and Kerry cowered before her. The flames on the tips of the Dog’s ears bobbed and swayed as Dreq turned them to catch every word of the Mage’s tirade.
Dreq was curious about words he had never heard before, but Trent was anxious to be off. He waited until he thought Kerry had learned whatever lesson Felicia was trying to impart and then came to the Warriors aid by clearing his throat.
“Your hair is green,” he said. He wisely avoided pointing out how red Felicia’s face was. It was his first time seeing it, but he was nearly certain that red wasn’t its normal shade.
“Yes!” Felicia shot another glare at Kerry, before composing herself to address Trent. Her hand touched the green locks of hair that fell to her jawline. After making sure it wasn’t sticking up in all directions, her hand drifted to her ear, specifically, to the sharp point that became visible when her unruly hair was tamed.
“My hair is green and my ears are pointed because I'm an elf, a half elf.” Felicia paused, her body language defiant despite the way her hand trembled. “Is that a problem?”
Trent took
the question seriously. Felicia’s features were more guarded than Kerry’s, but her distress was easily seen. Thin eyebrows twitched
minutely
over almond-shaped eyes the color of honey. The nostrils of her thin, straight nose flared, full lips were pressed tightly, and there was a tremble in her chin that would be missed if you weren’t looking closely.
Trent stepped closer, trying to find the problem that Felicia thought might be hidden in her exposed face, and was stumped. She was a little shorter than he had thought, the top of her head hardly reaching his nose. Her hat had made her look taller. That probably wasn’t what she was talking about.
“I don’t see anything wrong with how you look,” Trent said, stepping back.
“Good,” Felicia sighed, relieved. “I don’t have a problem with you being Al’rashian either. So I'm staying with the party.”
“In that case,” Trent took a damaged book from his Storage and handed it to her, “can you learn these?”
“Is this a Spell tomb?” Felicia flipped through the pages. She murmured angrily at the sight of the scorch marks and tears that marred the book and then became even more irate when she identified what Spells the tomb contained.
She closed the book with a snap and pushed it back towards Trent. “These are Fire Spells. I won’t learn them! I'm a support Mage only!”
“Then you can’t come with us,” Trent said, not taking the book back. “Not without some way of protecting yourself. A potion can replace the Healing you provide, but Kerry and I can’t be a sword and shield for you. It’s too dangerous.”
“Do you know what these Spells do? Do you?” Felicia’s voice became ragged and she waggled the book in Trent’s face. “They set people on fire! They burn people alive! Does that sound like fun to you? Does it sound like a good time! I don’t need them! I have defensive Spells and can take care of myself, and… what are you doing?”
Trent had tried to interrupt Felicia several times. When an upraised hand and soft word failed, he made his argument by removing his upper armor and shirt. He pointed out the scars on his ribs and shoulders silently. He turned to show Felicia the marks on his back, and when he was sure she had seen them all, he pulled his shirt back on.
“Half of those wounds were unnecessary.” He didn’t look at her as he fastened the buckles of his armor. “I took them for a friend who… she was too scared, I think. Scared and angry and half-mad. She thought she was fighting but… I took blows meant for her because I couldn’t do anything else to help her.”
He still avoided looking at Felicia as he adjusted his cowl around his shoulders. “I might be injured again in this Trial. Kerry is trying, but he has a long way to go. I can accept that because he is… a friend who is doing his best.”
“But you? All I know about you is that you are a Mage with no weapon or means to attack and only one defensive Spell.” His violet eyes pierced Felicia to her heart, robbing her of the arguments she tried to summon.
“If you can’t learn the Spells, that’s alright. If you won’t even try?” His mask snapped into place, and Felicia jumped at the sudden sight of her own blurry wide-eyed reflection peering back at her. “Then it’s better that you not come. I can’t protect you if you won’t protect yourself.”
**********
Felicia was right. Kerry didn’t understand women. He was positive that if he stripped to his waist and paraded around pointing out his battle scars, he would be laughed at. Or slapped. Slapped was a real possibility.
Maybe it was the Leadership Skill. There was something that leant weight to Trent’s words, and Kerry did not think it was the faded white lines left by teeth, claws, and blades. Although Felicia was welcome with any party formed in the Academy based on the strength of her boosting Spells, that hadn’t prevented her classmates from encouraging her to learn more traditional spell-slinging.
None of it had worked. Not the orders of respected instructors or the pleas of well-meaning friends. Felicia had always stubbornly resisted learning magic that burned, froze, or sliced. She had flared up with white-hot anger whenever it was suggested.
So what made her sit in the corner with a blank parchment on one knee and a tattered Spell book on the other, trying to decipher the missing pieces of the arcane text? It wasn’t Trent’s reasoned arguments and irrefutable logic. Kerry might not know women, but he did know that Trent was insane.
“What’s your favorite color, Trent?” Kerry said over his shoulder, planting his feet and refusing to move.
Behind him, Trent stopped in place a moment before his hand shoved against Kerry’s back. Kerry pressed down on the chuckle that attempted to boil out of him. It had worked. The simple question had been a stall tactic, and it had worked!
It had to be a simple question, one a normal, sane person knew without thinking. With topics like the Dungeons or combat, Trent’s opinions came quick, rattling off his tongue like he expected to be quizzed on them. However, ask about his favorite food or season, and Trent would lapse into deep thought, giving Kerry precious minutes to rest and catch his breath.
“I don’t have a favorite color.” Trent’s reply was quicker than usual, his hand pushing Kerry forward. “What are you hesitating for? Didn’t you say the Guardian was just a bigger Swift Beetle?”
That sentence could only come from Trent. The Academy recommended students work in teams of six to fight a floor boss. Trent was proposing that he and Kerry do it alone. He wouldn’t even allow Felicia to cast Grace or another boosting Spell on them, claiming Kerry needed to learn to fight without them.
“Level 8 Swift Beetle.” Kerry tried to dig in his heels, but Trent’s arm irresistibly pushed him forward into a large open cavern. “And bosses have more Skills! It’s not as simple as twice the Level!”
Dreq was sniffing at the entrance to the cavern, and as Kerry stumbled by him, the Dog sneezed. The sharp exhalation came out sounding like the word, scared, and the wheezing that followed it was suspiciously like laughter. Kerry put the oddity of the noises down to his own sensitivity, though there were times he would have sworn he heard the mutt speak.
“You can go back anytime you like,” Trent stopped shoving and stepped around Kerry, “or you can wait with Felicia. It’s up to you.”
Felicia had anchored her Light Spell to Kerry’s gauntlet. Trent was beyond the Spell’s illumination after a few steps. Kerry watched him draw his knives and twirl them once, before Trent was lost in the darkness.
Dreq stayed behind, sitting at Kerry’s feet, his tail swishing. Kerry’s shoulders slumped as he looked down at the Dog. “Do you know how he changes his hatchets into knives?”
Dreq looked up and barked in reply before leaning forward to peer after Trent.
“Of course, you don’t, stupid of me to ask,” Kerry sighed. He lifted his hand and shook it, sending the luminous orb that was attached to it floating towards the ceiling. The circle of pale light expanded as the orb ascended. Kerry cursed when it reached the high ceiling.
He couldn’t control the Spell, only direct it, and he hadn’t managed to do that very well. Less than half of the cavern was lit up, leaving plenty of shadows for a Beetle to hide in. Unable to call the orb back and try again, Kerry steeled himself to dying from an unseen terror and summoned his borrowed shield.
Hefting shield and club, Kerry moved to stand behind Trent and asked nervously, “Do you see it?”
“Yes.” Trent’s knives spun in his hands. “It’s bigger than you said it would be. And it’s not a Swift Beetle, it’s a striped one.”
“A Striped Beetle!” Kerry’s demeanor brightened at the unexpected good news. “That’s great! They’re harmless! Big and ugly, but calm. Friendly even.”
Kerry, having spent unknowable hours standing behind a Stripped Beetle holding a shovel, was very familiar with this bug. He was fond of them in a way. Fonder of the domesticated farm animal than the Herbalist who owned them, at least. These manure producers, with their bulging black eyes, purred and offered Kerry sympathetic looks while he cleaned up after them, something the Herbalist had never done.
“This one doesn’t look friendly.” Trent tapped his blades together. “Try to draw it into the light. Don’t let it hit you when it charges.”
Kerry scoffed as Trent slipped back into the concealing blackness. Stripped Beetles didn’t charge. Their short legs and bulbous bodies made Kerry look graceful. The most impressive thing about the Beasts, besides their size, was the way they could roll back to their feet after tumbling onto their sides.
Kerry began to feel sorry for the insect Guardian as he stepped back to the center of the lit area. Although he was sorry for the Beetle that was about to meet an unjust end, Kerry felt his survival prospects had increased dramatically. His voice was chipper as he smashed his club against his shield and called out, “Over here! Come and get it!”
The sound of Kerry’s cheerful boom echoed through the chamber as he employed his Taunt Skill to lure the Beast in. His arm was steady as a rock as he lifted his shield and prepared himself to greet the roly-poly opponent that he could hear clicking its way towards him.
His confidence took a hit as a Stripped Beetle taller than he was entered the light. Its black shell glistened, and the white marking that decorated it had a polished look. The bug’s three sets of mandibles were spread wide as it rushed at the shocked Warrior with more speed than it had any right possessing.
The Stripped Beetles that Kerry was familiar with were docile. Cared for by human hands from the time they were hatched, the domestic version of the insect was genuinely affectionate and playful. They adored the two-legged handlers that brought them food and kept them safe.
In the wild, the Stripped Beetle had few predators in their own Level range. Their thick chitin armor made them tough, and their sharp mandibles tore flesh as handily as teeth. Adding in the magic resistance that made their dung desirable, Stripped Beetles were not an opponent to be underestimated.
The Beetle Kerry faced was neither domesticated nor wild. It was a Trial Beast, a Floor Guardian, endowed with rage and a ferocity its natural cousins could never match. The fact that it chattered exactly like the Beetles Kerry knew was disturbing, and if he lived through the next few minutes, he would never be able to face the animals on the Herbalist’s farm again.
Shrilly screaming a war cry, Kerry threw himself to the side and lashed out with his club. He avoided the Beetles rush by a hair, the spike of his weapon striking against the creature’s leg bouncing off without leaving a scratch. The Guardian came to an instant halt and reared on its back legs. It pivoted in Kerry’s direction, and its tremendous bulk began to fall.
The Beetle slammed against the stone floor, its face inches away from Kerry. Its mandibles rolled like fingers, beckoning Kerry into its maw. Kerry was barely able to get his shield between himself and the enticing mouth of the monster as it skittered forward. He braced his feet and leaned forward in a futile attempt to hold the Beast back.
For a moment he thought he had succeeded. The Beast halted before it could flip him on his back and crush him. Then Kerry caught sight of Dreq latching on to a leg with tiny teeth and realized the Beetle’s delay was likely caused by the Dog’s Paralyzing Howl, a sound Kerry couldn’t hear, not with the way his blood was pounding in his ears.
Unwilling to be outdone by Dreq, Kerry began pushing back against the Beast with his shield. His club hammered away at its bulging eyes. He had to hold on until Trent arrived! He alternated bashing with his shield and striking with his club. The Guardian sank beneath his blows, its legs thrashing wildly, dislodging Dreq and tossing the Dog aside.
Kerry didn’t spare a thought for the pup beyond hoping Dreq was alright. Dreq had bought Kerry precious seconds with his howl, and Kerry intended to use them. He struck out repeatedly, until his club was plucked from his hand, and then beat at the creature with a metal-covered fist until a voice reached him.
“It’s dead, Kerry. You can stop now. You don’t have Enraging Aura, do you?”
Kerry froze, his arm cocked to deliver another unneeded punch. His head swiveled to see Trent holding Dreq in the crook of one arm and a wooden sword dripping blood in his right hand.
“It can’t be dead.” Kerry was matter of fact, and he explained to Trent exactly why he was wrong, “It’s only been a few seconds. This is a Floor Guardian; you need to take it seriously.”
Trent flicked his wrist, sending blood splattering to the floor. He passed Dreq to Kerry, who took the pup with numb hands, and pulled out a cloth from the pouch in his belt.
“Sorry.” Trent wiped his blade clean, examining it with a critical eye. “I wanted to let you kill it, but it was too big. I had to switch weapons to get to its heart. You can have the next one.”
“Next one. Right.” Kerry’s voice was as numb as his hands. “As long as I get my fair share.”
Trent took Dreq back after he stored his blade. He ran his hands over the Dog, checking for injuries and, finding none, set Dreq down. Dreq promptly let out a whine and held out a paw, wordlessly complaining about being forced to walk on his own. Trent just as promptly ignored the Dog.
“Any idea where to start Harvesting this one?” Trent gestured toward the downed Beetle. The size of the Guardian made his mithril knife seem puny.
“No.” Kerry sank down beside Dreq. “It shouldn’t be here. There are no Striped Beetles in the Dungeon.”
“Not much value on one of those except the legs and mandibles,” Felicia said as she joined them. “Not on a dead one anyway.” She frowned up at the Orb she had given Kerry, and with a gesture, caused it to glow brighter.
“Thanks.” Trent nodded appreciatively. “Any luck with the Spell book?”
A flash of light and heat shot from Felicia’s fingers, splashing against the Beetle’s shell. “Some, with the Firebolt pages, but it’s too weak and costs too much Mana.”
Trent gave his most Cullen-esque grunt, turning to begin his work. His mask hid the way his lips curled upwards. All in all, he was satisfied with the progress his teammates were making.
Kerry hadn’t put a scratch on the Stripped Beetle, but he hadn’t done anything wrong either. He moved when he was supposed to move and attacked the weakest point of the creature that he could reach. Attacking after the Beast was dead, Trent put down to nerves.
Felicia’s Firebolt might be imperfect, however, it was a start. He needed to start pushing Beasts towards her. For some reason, the Mage was reluctant to kill. Having a Spell wasn’t enough; Trent needed her to use it and, if possible, teach him to use it.
Thoughts of how to make Felicia an effective part of the team filled him as he cut. He had intended to send her away. He didn’t any longer. He listened to his two companions murmuring behind him, and while not joining the conversation, there was one thing he couldn’t deny. Trials were more interesting with company.
That thought sustained him right up until Felicia dragged him into the conversation with an unwelcome comment.
“Kerry’s right, Trent,” Felicia lifted her voice to be heard. “The dung still has value after the Beetle’s dead. You’ll need to Harvest that as well… Somehow.”




Chapter Thirty-Four

“Two Return Scrolls!” Felicia was astonished.
“A gold piece!” Kerry was ecstatic.
“Powdered Beetle Dung!” Trent was bitter as he gingerly pushed the Guardian’s drops around with his foot. Being the only party member with the Harvesting Skill was becoming increasingly frustrating.
The Beetle’s drops, two battered scrolls, a gold coin, and a pouch of a substance he already had plenty of in his Storage added to his irritation. It also fueled his suspicion. The loot wasn’t impressive to Trent, but there was too much of it. Far too much considering the source.
The Scrolls were especially concerning. From what Felicia and Kerry had told him, the Scrolls did show up in Guardian drops occasionally, but they were not commonly found in the Bellrise Trial. Certainly, never two at the same time.
The student Adventurers put down the excessive loot to the exploration of a new floor configuration. Trent felt it was more than that. There was a message in these drops—a message and mocking prod at Trent.
His foot tapped the unwanted pouch as he put it in Storage. That was clearly his potion of the drops. Kerry needed gold, and Felicia, as the Party’s Mage, had pounced on the Scrolls. They both said they would split the profits equally, and Trent didn’t doubt they would. That wasn’t what bothered him.
Trent was being watched. He could feel eyes on him, itching at his skin like a rash. He could hear the laugher trickling through the stone walls rubbing at his pride. The watcher, whether Keeper or Spirit, wanted him to keep going. However, it didn’t necessarily want his teammates to remain.
The two Return Scrolls told him that in clear, silken tones. Although the others hadn’t spotted it, they didn’t know to look for it. Trent was different. They were being spoon-fed what they wanted most. For Kerry, that meant money, and for Felicia, magic and materials. For Trent?
Trent wanted to clear a Trial. He would go on, no matter what. On the way, he would probably do whatever the watcher wanted of him. Felicia and Kerry were being encouraged to leave in a not-so-subtle way, while Trent was being told to stay.
And he would, but if the watcher thought he was going to be manipulated with 
Powdered Beetle Dung…
“You can throw a Quest at me worth ten thousand XP, and I'll still walk out of here in a heartbeat if I have to stick my arm in another Beetle for a handful of…” He didn’t finish the thought. He did not want to think about it ever again. At that moment, he would have removed the Harvesting Skill from his Status if he could.
Felicia and Kerry exchanged puzzled glances as Trent stomped his way towards the entrance to the next floor. Boots that normally struck as light as falling snow pounded on the stone as Trent stormed off. His party, after trading a series of shrugs and head tilts, followed him more sedately.
Kerry almost ran into Trent’s back when the irate Swordsman stopped suddenly, just short of the entrance to a downward sloping path. Without turning, Trent spoke in a loud, wondering voice.
“There was no iron or cave moss on this floor! Not that I saw. Did you two see any?” He did not look over his shoulder. Trent’s head was tilted back as if he were addressing the ceiling rather than Kerry or Felicia.
“No.” Kerry, not certain he was being spoken too, answered anyway, “Maybe this configuration doesn’t have ore deposits or herbs. Besides, you really need the Mining and Herbalism Skills—"
“Both of which I have!” Trent’s voice rose in volume as he interrupted Kerry. “That’s why I took all those Quests. It would be terrible not to be able to complete them. I would be tempted to leave if we don’t find any on the next floor!”
Having said this, Trent started forward again, leaving Kerry and Felicia wondering if he had hit his head fighting the Striped Beetle. Trent didn’t care that his friends had a sudden worry for his sanity. He hadn’t been speaking to them in the first place.
Trent’s shoulders loosened and he settled back into his usual gait. You couldn’t bargain with the Spirits that ran the Trials, but there was no harm in letting them know that, whatever their expectations, Trent had requirements of his own!
**********
“I told you there was a reason for all the drops.” Trent twirled what had once been a wooden spoon between his fingers. He had whittled the round bowl of the spoon into a flat scraping instrument, and after showing it off, proceeded to attack a moss-covered wall.
 
“You knew that you needed to gather the moss with a wooden instrument when you took the Quest, right?” Kerry asked, looking for a dry place to sit. Three of the room’s walls were covered in a thick brown carpet of cave moss, while the fourth was bare grey stone, down which drops of water continuously dripped. The floor was slick, covered in green slime that stuck to his boots and threatened his balance. Dreq had found and curled up in a relatively clean corner. Kerry wished he were small enough to emulate the Dog.
 
“Didn’t you bring a tool for scraping with you?” Kerry asked Trent. He gave up trying to find a comfortable place to sit and joined Felicia in studying the wet wall. The Mage was running her hands gently across the stone, occasionally letting the water puddle in her palm. If it was telling her anything about what to expect from the upcoming floor, Kerry couldn’t hear what it was.
 
Trent busied himself with his moss and pretended he hadn’t heard Kerry’s question. He had bought a tool for the job, but the spoon was the first wooden implement that he located in his Storage. He was too excited to sort further through his clutter when he had what he needed at hand.
 
“This place is odd.” Felicia tilted her hand to let the water that had gathered on it run off. “There shouldn’t be cave moss, or any materials, in a Safe Zone. We should have to search for them, and guard against attacks if we want to collect them.”
 
“New configuration, new rules.” Kerry poked at a droplet and flicked it aside. “Maybe on this floor, all you have to fight is the urge to go to sleep. That will be hard enough. I'm ready to curl up in the sludge.”
 
“Traps start on the second floor.” Felicia agreed with Kerry’s sentiment, but thinking about it only made her eyelids heavier. “That’s always true.”
 
“It was always true,” Kerry corrected, flicking another droplet in Felicia’s direction. “We’re in uncharted waters here."
 
He paused, waiting for an appropriate amount of laughter to follow his joke. He expected a chuckle and received a glare.
 
“Think positive. There won’t be any traps.” Kerry wiped his hand on his satchel and turned away to gesture at the room. “This floor will have limitless treasure and free XP around every corner. The Dungeon has realized we're too much for it to handle and is…owww.”
 
A misshapen wooden spoon bounced off Kerry’s forehead and fell to the ground. Kerry rubbed at the sore spot between his eyebrows and gave Trent a hurt look. “What was that for?”
 
“Put on your helmet,” Trent said crossly. “If you can’t sleep, we’re going on.”
 
“Already? What about the moss?” Kerry pulled his helmet out of his satchel and tugged it on with a grimace. Trent had barely collected a quarter of one wall’s worth of the brown vegetation he had been ecstatic to find. His sudden change of mood, from gleeful to apprehensive, stilled Kerry’s complaints about flung cutlery.
 
“I have enough!” Trent slapped his thigh, beckoning Dreq, who rose sleepily to his feet. “Keep quiet and stay close.”
 
“You were tempting fate,” Felicia whispered, elbowing Kerry’s arm. “You should know better.”
 
She hurried to catch up with Trent, who had already stepped out of the Safe Zone into the tunnel that led deeper into the Trial. Kerry followed a few seconds later, black iron shield on his arm and spiked club in hand.
 
The corridor was wider on the second floor. The group could have walked side-by-side, but Trent kept them in single-file. The open space and smooth, water-worn walls made him nervous. The floor was still slick underfoot. Although it didn’t pose a problem for Trent, he couldn’t help thinking that his less surefooted companions would be troubled by it.
 
And there was trouble coming! Trent could feel it. The walls had ears. The moss-covered safe room had confirmed that those ears were listening. Kerry had more than tempted fate with his casual remark. He had thumbed his nose at a Keeper or Spirit who did not want the Warrior to continue in the first place.
 
When Trent spotted the first trap, twenty feet into the second floor, he almost let Kerry walk into it as a learning experience. The nearly invisible string was probably just a tripwire. Probably. In the end, he couldn’t risk it and held up a palm to stop the others.
 
The sight of the tripwire made Trent nostalgic for the Traps he had set himself. At knee height, the strand of wire was guaranteed to foil a carelessly running Adventurer. At a walk, it would, at most, cause one to jerk to a halt. Trent bent to examine the trap, running his hand above it without touching and peering at the wall the wire stretched to.
 
He did not find any attached mechanism to suggest the Trap was more dangerous than it appeared. From what he could tell, he simply had to cut the wire and they could proceed unhindered. His hand never moved towards his knife.
 
“Step high, and don’t touch it.” Dreq started to crawl under the trap, and Trent stopped him with a boot. Lifting the Dog by the scruff of his neck, Trent set Dreq on the other side and stepped over himself.
 
He held out a hand to Felicia, who took it and lifted the hem of her robe to follow his example. Once she was safely across, he offered the same help to Kerry. Kerry tried to shrug off the hand that reached for him, but Trent’s fingers closed tightly on his elbow.
 
“The floor is slick.” Kerry nodded at the reminder and set his hand on Trent’s shoulder as he lifted a leg high. Trent winced when Kerry’s foot came perilously close to the wire but said nothing, keeping a steadying hand on Kerry’s arm.
 
Moving deeper inward, Trent’s unease grew. The tunnel was silent except for the drip of water and the padding of feet. The light from Felicia’s Spell seemed dimmer on the second floor. The grey stone soaked it up before it could travel far. An oppressive mood settled over the party, and even Dreq walked with wilted ears.
 
All too soon, Trent crouched again to brush his fingers on the floor.
 
“Another wire?” Kerry asked. Unable to keep still, he swung his club nervously and peered back the way they had come. It was unlikely for Beasts to spawn from that direction. They were too close to the Safe Zone. However, cold sweat trickled down his spine and he thought he could hear clicking in the dark.
 
“Pressure plate,” Trent answered shortly. He chanted under his breath, and a second later, a handful of dust filled his hand. He scattered it on the ground and straightened up. “Keep away from the dirt.”
 
Another time and he would have been overjoyed to find a use for the Charm he had thought was useless. Today he couldn’t find it in him. He picked up Dreq and carried the Dog in the crook of his arm, unwilling to trust the puppy’s flopping feet.
 
“Maybe you should disarm it.” Kerry wet his lips as he eyed the spot Trent had marked.
 
“Can’t. Not that kind of Trap.” Trent scanned the ground and cast Dust again, sprinkling the created sand on an innocuous section of the tunnel.
 
“What do you mean? You don’t know how?” Felicia spoke up. The marked spot was wider this time, and she moved to the wall, fighting the urge to walk directly behind Trent.
 
“I mean, it can’t be disarmed.”
 
“All locks can be picked, and all Traps can be disarmed.” Kerry mimicked the lazy drawl of the Academy’s resident expert on theft, woodcraft, and debauchery, Instructor Bragee.
 
Felicia clicked her tongue at the imitation but let the reminder that such a despicable man existed go. A puzzled look crossed her face. There was a tightness to Trent’s shoulders that was hard to miss and harder to understand.
“Whoever told you that is an idiot!” Trent was having to cast Dust every few feet now. He stopped, turning to face Felicia and Kerry. He could feel the questions and objections that were coming his way.
“Or you misunderstood. Not all Traps are meant to be disarmed. The kind you are thinking of are set by people who will return. They are placed in areas the one setting them needs to access again. Chests and rooms, things you want to protect. They aren’t intended to go off as much as slow down or discourage thieves and intruders.”
Alistern Craw had spoken in a serious tone when he related this lesson to Trent, and Trent could hear the Lieutenant’s voice in his head as he imparted the instruction to his friends. “These Traps are meant to go off. They are meant to kill or maim a pursuer. They’re the type that a man sets when he isn’t going back and doesn’t care who gets hurt. Poking at them with wires, picks, or knives is another way of tripping them. We're just…”
Trent bit down on the thought that they were lucky these Traps left space to walk through. It was the same mistake Kerry had made, and one Trent would not repeat. The Trial could come up with ideas on its own. He wasn’t going to help.
Fortunately, Kerry and Felicia missed his lapse. They were focusing on the words “maim” and “kill.” They stepped with greater caution as Trent turned and began littering the way with handfuls of dirt again. Their eyes remained wide and attentive even when Trent had stopped casting and came to another halt after a dozen tentative steps.
“Felicia,” Trent’s voice was strained as he set Dreq down and drew his knives, “have you figured out how to improve that Firebolt Spell yet?”
“Not yet,” A sick feeling filled the half-elf's stomach, and she swallowed the warm saliva that flooded her mouth. “I think I have the Mana fluctuations wrong, or the runes. Too much of the book is damaged, and I'm not familiar with Fire. Why? Is it another trap? Can this one be disarmed with a Fire Spell?”
“Not another trap, no.” Trent shook his head. “It’s the same trap.”
He stood close to the wall, and with the tip of Sorrow, traced a faint crack that broke the rock at waist height. Up close, he could see pinprick-like holes, hundreds of them, scarring the stone above the break in the wall. Holes and line, both spread from the last trap they had passed to the next series of pressure plates he could make out up ahead.
“You’ll need to concentrate on blocking the tunnel behind us with your Shield Spell.” Trent moved back to the center. Closing his eyes, he angled his head and concentrated on listening. A series of chirps, taps, and buzzing came from the front and back, confirming what Trent had discovered.
“Lay flat. Felicia, when I say, block as much of the tunnel as you can!” Trent sank to the ground as he spoke, his breathing easy and steady. “Kerry, cover what she can’t and hold on. Dreq, you’re with me, try and use Paralyzing Howl… wide, does that make sense?”
The Dog nodding to a question that should have been too complicated for his brain to comprehend puzzled Kerry as much as the way Felicia instantly pulled out her wand and dropped to her stomach. “What’s going on?”
“Get down!” Trent snapped, “There’s no time for questions! It’s the same trap! And we’re right in the middle of it!”
The buzzing was louder now. The tapping, clicking and whining chirps more distinct. Kerry was prone beside Felicia with no memory of how he had gotten that way. He shifted to pull his arm and shield out from beneath him as his eyes grew wide with horror.
“The same trap,” Trent whispered. “One big trap, and it’s about to be triggered.”




Chapter Thirty-Five

There was a third type of Trap, one Trent wasn’t watching for. Alistern had described many situations that could involve hidden dangers, back when they were preparing a field for a pack of Howlers. He had related even more before they were separated in the Land of the Undying Lord. All of those words rattled around in Trent’s brain, but they had never found a resting place. Trent had yet to encounter the situations himself, and the information had little to attach itself to.
The type of Trap Trent had failed to spot was not one that could be set off by careless feet. It was one that was monitored and activated remotely, too late for an enemy to escape. Rocks that fell from a cliff when pushed by a watching ambusher, or a bridge that collapsed when a lever was pulled by a Sentry as a line of soldiers reached the midpoint were two examples that Alistern had given for difficult to avoid pitfalls.
In this case, the tapping feet of oversized insects approaching from both sides worked as well as the boots of a man to trip sensitive pressure plates. A thin sheet of metal shot out of the wall from the break Trent had noticed, cleaving the air as it crossed through the tunnel and slamming into the far side. It bit deep into the stone and stuck there.
The sound of metal hitting stone continued, joining the buzzing and clicking of the approaching Beasts, creating a symphony that filled the tunnel, like drums left out in a driving rain. Felicia and Kerry covered their ears as unseen objects hit the tunnel wall and dropped onto the sheet that kept them from rising. Trent frowned at the raucous noise caused by what he guessed were arrows or darts being fired out of tiny holes.
Down was the only choice. He had considered jumping above the crack when the trap went off. From the sound of things, he would have been shredded by projectiles if he had. Underneath the confining plate, he was able to get on his knees but was hunched over in the cramped conditions. He yelled for Felicia to block her side of the tunnel with her Spell as he drew his knives.
Stone Biting Ants of two varieties rushed at Trent, keeping him from looking back to see if his instructions had been heard. Smaller than Swift Beetles, the Ants came in greater numbers, too many to be easily counted. The black Ants came low enough to the ground that their flying red comrades were left with plenty of room to buzz along through the air.
Dreq’s howl warbled through the air and muddled the approaching army. The black Ants slumped as the sonic attack hit them, however, the red insects flew on unaffected. Whether that was due to Dreq spreading out the range of his howl at the cost of height or because they had a natural immunity, Trent didn’t know, and he had no time to puzzle over it.
Covering the tunnel’s width would have been simple if he was on his feet. Trent could have swatted the flying Ants from the air and crushed the land-bound beneath his feet without being strained at all. On his knees, Trent was restricted, his movements clumsy.
He cut down two of the flying insects and was grateful to find their defenses did not match Sorrow and Strife's keenness. Though he was slow, he wasn’t out of the fight. A red Ant buzzed toward his face and instead of slashing at it, Trent fell onto his back, lashing out with his feet to crush the bug against the low metal ceiling. After the satisfying crunch of the red Beast, Trent stayed on his back, rolling from side to side to kick Ants from the air.
Rolling and wiggling, Trent was in near constant motion. He sheathed his daggers, and when an Ant escaped the spastic attacks of his feet to land on his chest, he slapped it with his hands or completed a roll to smother it with his body. Ants knocked from the air found his boot heels smashing against their crunchy insect heads.
When a black Ant recovered from its paralysis and latched onto his right boot while he was busy kicking with his left, Trent sent it tumbling away from him with a well-placed dart. More darts were flung from his fingers as Trent risked a look backward to see why Dreq wasn’t controlling the ground forces with his howl.
He was starting to find this fight, as ridiculous as it was, enjoyable. The Ants made funny noises as they were squashed and the ones that managed to bite at him weren’t able to penetrate his armor. A glance backward to see Dreq locked in combat with an Ant twice the Dog’s size changed everything.
Mandibles that couldn’t harm Trent came dangerously close to tearing into Dreq’s soft fur. Dreq snarled as he snapped and grabbed onto the Ant's leg. His jaws had become stronger after he applied his Attribute Points, and the thin limb was ripped free as Dreq shook his head, growling. It might have been enough if Dreq only faced one opponent at a time, but a second Ant had slipped past Trent and was approaching from behind.
Trent stopped that one with a dart and turned back to the wave of Beasts, his expression serious again. Beyond Dreq, Trent had noticed that Felicia had managed to block most of the tunnel, and Kerry was covering the rest. The Warrior had discarded his club, which was useless in the cramped conditions. Kerry relied on his shield and fist to push the encroaching Ants back. A brief look in Trent’s direction said it wasn’t going well.
Trent had to be faster! He rose back to his knees. Leaving his knives in their sheaths, Trent followed Kerry’s example and struck out with his fists. He snatched red Ants from the air and, cracking them with his hands, hurled broken bodies back into the oncoming horde. His head bounced off the metal ceiling, but he hardly noticed as he continued to whirl, snatch, and punch.
The last Ant on his side fell to a strike with too much force behind it. Trent’s fist plowed through the insect’s body and became stuck in its innards. He was shaking his hand desperately to free it when Kerry’s scream caused him to look back again, his breath catching in his throat.
Kerry’s armor wasn’t as effective as Trent’s. When an Ant avoided the Warrior’s thrashing and clamped down on Kerry’s wrist, the iron gauntlets crumpled and split. Mandibles ripped into Kerry’s skin, and the Ant's mouth unleashed a caustic fluid, which burned and melted, rendering Kerry’s hand into a twisted claw of exposed muscle and bone.
Kerry fell back, clutching his arm to his chest and screaming. Ants began to flood through the gap left by the wounded boy. The insects swarmed towards the disabled Warrior, a few splitting off to head for Felicia, who had used nearly all her Mana to maintain her shield and was in no condition to fight them off. The bugs would reach the pair long before Trent could arrive. There was no crossing the twenty or so feet in time, not while crawling.
Dreq had finished three Ants on his own. Using Shadow Lunge to drop onto the bugs from above, he had depleted most of his Stamina and wanted nothing more than to curl up. Curl up and maybe chew on an Ant. He had already discovered that their legs were tasty enough, though he hadn’t had time to enjoy a full one yet.
Now wasn’t the time for a nap. Dreq might not be attached to these two that took up far too much of Trent’s time lately, but he understood his obligations. Although he couldn’t fight the Ants by himself, not more than one or two, he could buy Trent a few seconds.
He croaked out a Paralyzing Howl that stopped the Ants advancing through the breach, the sonic attack sapping the last of his energy. Dreq collapsed on top of his defeated foe, as the wave of Ants slumped against the floor. The last sight his tired eyes captured was Trent loping forward on all fours in a gait the Dog was certain Trent had learned from him.
Trent dropped a Mana potion into Felicia’s lap after he killed the invaders that had made it into friendly territory. He should have given her a few of the restoratives earlier. He would make sure she was supplied from now on. Felicia hurriedly gulped the blue liquid, calling out thanks to Trent’s back as he squeezed through the area her shield didn’t cover, entering the fray once more.
The shield had remained intact since the start of the attack. At her Level, Felicia could maintain the Spell for ten minutes, which meant it had been less than ten since she cast it. She felt like it had been days. It had surely been hours since Kerry had been bitten. He had passed out from the pain now, but his screams still rang in her ears.
She should have watched Trent through the opaque screen she had created with her magic. It had been a comfort watching him squash the bugs that had reached the hem of her robe and kicking feet. It might have been therapeutic to see him swatting and mashing the rest. No matter how hard she tried, though, she couldn’t take her eyes off the mangled remains of Kerry’s hand.
Venom? Acid? Acidic venom? Whatever it was the Ants had, it had destroyed most of Kerry’s flesh and muscles. Minor Heal, the Spell she had touted as the biggest reason for including her on this delve, wouldn’t touch that wound. The bone, which could be seen, was intact. That was positive, in a “the patient is half-alive not half-dead,” kind of way. It would still take major Healing to restore the hand to working order.
She might have stared at that wound forever. She blamed herself for it. A proper Mage did not hide behind a Shield. A real Mage Apprentice would have cast Grace on Kerry and Fire on the enemy. She didn’t like to kill, didn’t want to do it! She had never intended to use the Spells Trent was making her learn.
Now… she still didn’t like it! Magic should be more than a weapon. The world had swords and Swordsmen. There were Assassins and Warriors around every corner. Why couldn’t magic be for healing and wonders of creation? Weren’t there enough death dealers like Trent without her throwing flames to burn people alive?
She had tried to summon that argument when Trent pushed the Spell tomb on her. Her tongue had failed her because she had the feeling Trent would agree. A Warrior who was entranced by a pink scarf and who marveled at the thought of a Charm which merely dried your clothing would get it. Magic had potential to accomplish so much good.
Trent’s insistence that she be able to protect herself made more sense to her now. She had made a less than serious attempt to learn the Firebolt Spell, thinking she wouldn’t need it. It was simpler than Grace or Mage Shield. An hour of genuine study and she could have figured out the missing sections on the damaged pages.
Because she hadn’t learned Firebolt, Kerry would probably lose that hand. There weren’t any powerful Healers in Bellrise. Kerry would have to go to Al’drossford, and by the time he got there, the injury would cost more than three gold to Heal. Especially if Trent kept enlarging it by ripping the rest of Kerry’s gauntlet off!
She came out of her shocked musing with a horrified wail. Her stomach lurched at the sight of Kerry’s fully exposed wound as Trent tugged the damaged armor away with a grunt. “Stop that! We need to get him to a Healer! You’re making it worse!”
She tried to push Trent aside, to protect Kerry. Trent didn’t even look at her. He only stopped what he was doing long enough to shove her back. She fell onto her rear, and when she scrambled for him again, Trent had already produced a vial of red liquid and was pulling the cork loose with his teeth.
“That won’t work!” She exclaimed, exasperation at Trent and her inability to stop him made her voice shrill. “Minor Healing isn’t enough. He needs… needs… What was in that vial?”
“Greater Healing potion.” Trent spat the cork from his mouth. He had poured half of the potion directly onto Kerry’s wound and was holding the vial to the unconscious Warrior’s lips to administer the rest.
By the time Felicia realized what he was doing, it was too late to stop him. She stared in rapt amazement as the muscle and skin of Kerry’s hand reknit around the bone of his arm. Trent had finished pouring the precious restorative before she came to her senses.
“That was a waste,” she said numbly. “The wound was already healing, and he doesn’t have any other injuries.”
“Best to be sure,” Trent said tossing the empty vial aside.
“What happens when one of us gets hurt again, and we need that half vial?”
“This doesn’t happen again.” Trent folded Kerry’s arms over his chest and slapped a hand against the sleeping Warrior’s breastplate. “We all get better and make sure it doesn’t. Watch him. Dreq too. I'll Harvest and collect the drops."
“Can’t we let them go?” Felicia found a hint of exasperation again as she released her shield to call after Trent.
“No!” Trent answered, his knife plunging into a corpse to remove a Beast Core. “We've tempted fate already. You can never tell when an insignificant thing can turn the tide.”
“Like the wooden spoon?” She said sarcastically.
“Exactly!” Trent replied. She couldn’t see his face, and he kept working as he spoke, but she could hear the beaming smile in his voice. A smile that faded quickly as the spoon he had thrown at Kerry was brought to mind.
“Did you pick it up? Did Kerry?” Trent asked nervously. “I think we left it behind.”
“Kerry has it, I think,” Felicia lied shamelessly, crawling over to where Dreq slept atop a slain bug. She lifted the Dog and awkwardly lugged him back to where Kerry slept.
“That’s good.” The relief in Trent’s voice made a hint of remorse creep into Felicia. “We'll need it if we come across more moss.”
Felicia murmured noncommittally, her soft leather shoes slapping together as she fidgeted and pet Dreq. She lasted a full five minutes before claiming she needed a moment of privacy. She rushed back the short distance to the Safe Zone. She felt like the biggest fool in the world, picking up the forgotten spoon and tucking it into her pocket.
There was no telling what level of idiocy she sank to when she returned. Using a small carving knife, she finished the rough work Trent had started on the implement. She went as far as casting Smooth and Harden on the ruined spoon before shoving it in Kerry’s satchel.
Once the spoon was out of sight again, she tried to put the incident out of her mind as she began to seriously study Firebolt. She made little progress on the tier-one Spell, however. With her feet tapping together, she imagined the pleased expression on Trent’s face when he discovered the improved scraping tool. It would be a shame if there was no more cave moss to be found on this floor.
**********
“Is the ceiling getting higher?” Kerry asked, stretching his right arm above his head ,hoping to smack the stone above with his club.
“Yes,” Trent said, coming to a halt. “A lot higher. Can you climb in your armor?”
“Why would I need to… oh.” Kerry’s eyes dropped from the ceiling to the tunnel ahead to see the answer to his question.
The roof of the corridor had abruptly shot skyward, and the level floor turned into a series of ascending ledges. Resembling a staircase meant for giants, each step stretched several feet taller than any of the party members. The stone of the ledges was smooth and slick, defying any to find a handhold.
“I can climb a little, short walls, fences maybe, but that?” Kerry shook his head. “No way.”
“I think I could reach the edge if I stood on someone’s shoulders." Felicia crossed to the stone wall and rubbed her hand against it. “Pulling myself up might be a problem though. It’s slippery.”
Any further conversation was interrupted with the sudden boom of stone crashing down. a slab had dropped, sealing the way back. The four companions who had gathered close to the latest obstacle turned, dread on their faces, in time to watch water start drizzling down the wall behind them. Within seconds the drizzle became a stream, and a waterfall formed. The liquid spread across the floor, quickly reaching their feet.
Trent bent and interlaced his fingers. “You first, Felicia. Kerry, get your armor off!”
“I don’t think there’s time for this!” Felicia steadied herself by placing a hand on Trent’s shoulder and lifting a foot into his cupped hands. She looked towards the waterfall, which continued to grow and threatened to become a raging torrent. “The Return Scrolls—"
“Push off as hard as you can!” Trent had to shout to be heard, and Felicia’s head snapped back towards him. He hefted her foot impatiently, discouraging any arguments. The muscles in her leg tensed as she thrust herself up, extending her arms to reach towards the ledge.
It was a useless gesture. She rose up onto the tips of her toes, and Trent straightened with her, not lifting her gently, but throwing her upward. A startled scream broke from her lips as she went past the ledge and came back down. Her ribs struck the edge, and her feet slapped against the wall. She felt herself sliding backward and, ignoring the lack of air in her lungs, began scrabbling at the smooth stone.
She hung there for a moment, wondering how many ribs she had broken and what this ridiculous maneuver had gained them. Kerry was twice her weight, if not more. There was no way Trent would be able to throw him up here, and while she had stopped herself from sliding back, she didn’t think she could pull herself up.
Felicia had screamed when flying up. Kerry squawked as he came down as hard as she had. Trent had learned from the first throw and adjusted the angle. Kerry landed on his stomach, all but his feet safely on the ledge. Felicia noted he had managed to remove his upper armor, but from the waist down Kerry was still covered in iron. Trent was stronger than he looked.
There remained the problem of how they were going to get Trent up. The ledge was at least ten feet high. Dreq could be thrown, Felicia supposed, but they had no rope or…
Trent’s knees flexed, and he turned his momentum into a forward roll as he made the impossible leap with Dreq tucked under one arm. Setting the Dog down, Trent grabbed Felicia’s hands and pulled her to her feet.
“Sorry about that. Not my best throw. I'll get it right next time,” Trent shouted an apology to her as he helped Kerry up and urged them forward. They reached the next ledge before Felicia could count how many of the steps towered over them. Her ribs were screaming complaints, and the rest of her bones ached as they realized they would soon receive the same treatment.
Trent did not allow for any delays. The trickle that had become a stream was now a flood. The room containing the steps was wide, but at the rate the water was flowing, it wouldn’t take long before it caught up.
“It’s just water, right?” Kerry watched as Felicia was tossed into the air again and flinched as she came back down. He pressed a sympathetic hand to his chest. “Can’t we just tread water until it stops?”
“I can’t swim.” Trent squatted down, cupping his hands. “And we don’t know when it will stop. Come on!”
Kerry whimpered as he set his foot in Trent’s waiting palms. The second landing was no softer than the first. He thought it would be better to drown that subject himself to the pounding again. He rolled on to his back and looked to where Felicia lay with her forehead pressed to the ground.
“He can’t swim,” Kerry coughed miserably.
“Good to hear.” Felicia began to push herself up. “How does he jump like that?”
Enhanced Jump was the answer that Trent refused to supply as he tugged the pair to their feet. He hustled them along, admonishing Kerry for talking when he should have been removing his armor. Casting a look backward to see the water rising, he was unsympathetic to the plight of his companions.
Water had already covered the first ledge and showed no sign of stopping. If anything, the flow of crashing liquid seemed to be coming faster. Trent felt an irresistible urge to flee from the swirling water. He had always found streams and pools to be comforting. Shallow and refreshing, they were a welcome break from the stale drinks provided by his water skin and the clinical cleaning of magic.
Deep water was another story. It was an enemy he couldn’t fight, a foe he was unable to vanquish. There were plenty of opponents out there that were stronger than he, but a sword was no help against the airless, crushing environment that was threatening to sweep over him.
Trent was at the next wall preparing to throw a sullen Felicia, whether she wanted to be tossed or not, when he realized that Dreq had stayed behind and was barking at the way they had come. He screamed at the Dog as he hoisted Felicia into the air. Even as Kerry joined the Mage in an upwards fall, Dreq refused to come.
Trent activated Dash and rushed back to pluck Dreq from the ground. Dreq whined and patted the air as he was swept away. He pointed with his nose and barked, “Look!”
Trent was tempted to shake the Dog and throw him aside, but trusting that Dreq wouldn’t waste time for no reason and fearing that a Beast might be swimming up behind him, Trent thrust his panic away long enough to look into the water below.
What he saw caused him to forget his fear. The water lapped and splashed, rippling the surface of the forming pool. It shouldn’t have been possible to see the bottom in the disturbances resulting from the thundering waterfall. Yet, despite the roiling of the water, the bottom was visible.
There had been no objects decorating the floor when they entered. No carvings, shelves, or depressions scarred the walls in this chamber. Trent had checked. There was no way to explain the shadow he saw, beckoning to him from the depths. The dark, box shape had not been there before, but there was something underneath the twenty feet of water now.
“I see it.” Trent placed a reassuring, apologetic hand on Dreq’s head and the Dog ceased his frantic squirming. “We can’t get to it. I can’t. We'll have to leave it.”
He left Dash activated as he sprinted away. Enhanced Jump sent him soaring into the air, and when he landed, he found Felicia and Kerry were up and waiting. Not eager to repeat their torturous ascent but not laying around moaning either. It was an improvement.
They continued their climb, the heights being the only thing barring their way. Five ledges, ten, twenty, and even Trent’s Stamina began to fall, unable to recover with the constant drain of lifting and running. Kerry was no lightweight in or out of armor. Trent’s arms began to feel the strain, and his legs started to dread the next leap as Enhanced Jump began to take its toll.
Kerry felt like one huge bruise as his body hit the floor for the twentieth time. Trent had threatened to leave him behind multiple times, and Kerry was ready to take up the offer. He might not be the best swimmer, but he could tread water. He had stripped out of his plate, and even his boots were in Trent’s Storage.
No one grabbed his collar to haul him to his feet. No shouts or shoves pushed him forward and Kerry warily raised his head to see why Trent, the taskmaster, had disappeared. He was gratified to find a tunnel stretching out before him. He hoped it had lots of Stone Biting Ants inside. He needed something to take his agony out on. Once his body stopped throbbing anyway.
What Kerry didn’t see was Trent. Felicia was there. She had dragged herself to the side and was sitting against the wall, head lowered to her chest. Dreq, the despicable mutt, who was small enough to be given a ride, was there as well. He sat, tail swishing, looking like he had enjoyed the whole process.
But no Trent. Kerry debated the benefits of turning over and decided they outweighed the cost. If Trent had abandoned them, he would be free to curse the Swordsman out loud rather than in the depths of his heart.
It took Kerry three tries to flip onto his back and lift his head. Trent stood at the edge of an extensive underground lake, his back to the tunnel which led deeper into the Dungeon. Levering himself up to his elbows was a mistake, but Kerry managed it, curious to see what held Trent captivated.
The waterfall was gone; the water had stopped rising. A pristine pool of water extended out, not a ripple marring its surface. No Beasts dragged themselves from the lake to fling themselves at Trent. From what Kerry could see, there was nothing to look at that was worth staring that way. The quiver in Trent’s empty hands and the set of his shoulders said he disagreed.
“What is it, Trent?” Kerry forced the words out.
Trent didn’t answer. He sunk to the ground beside Kerry and crossed his legs before sighing and saying, “I need to rest. Can either of you stand watch for a while?”
“I'm awake.” Kerry pushed himself into a sitting position. “My body is destroyed, but I won’t fall asleep.”
“Same,” Felicia murmured feebly.
“Good, give me a couple of hours.” Trent lay back and put his hands behind his head. “Two, no more than three. Then we’ll see what’s back there.”
“What’s where?” Kerry strained his eyes, but all the light from Felicia’s Spell showed him was a few feet of water and stone. “Are you talking about the tunnel?”
Trent was already asleep. He had probably been asleep when he murmured his intentions to explore. Kerry thought that had to be it. Trent had spoken without looking at the route they had to take to leave this place. There was no way he could have been talking about crossing the lake.




Chapter Thirty-Six

“I thought you couldn’t swim,” Kerry said. He had reclaimed his equipment from Trent and put it on while Trent stretched, limbering up after his short rest.
Trent swung his arms and twisted at the waist. “I can’t. What does that have to do with anything?”
“You could slip,” Kerry stressed, waving his hand at the lake, “fall in, hit your head. You’ll sink like a rock wearing all that gear.”
“So, I don’t slip.” Trent bent and touched his toes. Kerry lifted his foot to kick the target Trent presented. If Trent wouldn’t listen, maybe a quick dip would convince him how unreasonable he was being.
“And if you do?” Felicia said softly, “Aren’t you afraid?”
Kerry restrained his foot for a moment and lost his chance to pay Trent back for the pain he had suffered under Trent’s ministrations when the Swordsman straightened and said, “Yes, but that’s no reason not to go. I'm willing to let you two go instead. You can swim, right?”
“Ah.” Kerry stepped away from the water and Trent’s suggestion as quick as he could. The water that had been transparent before had turned dark and forbidding. There was no telling what it concealed. “I can but not well enough to risk it.”
“I swim like a fish,” Felicia added, “but I can’t cast and swim. I'd be defenseless.”
She sounded ashamed saying this. She knew that Trent would be even more helpless, and all it would take was a mistimed step.
“Then it has to be me.” Trent backed away from the water, activating Dash, and rolling his head on his neck. He had known it would be this way. Had to be this way. This was the steam all over again. Swimming wasn’t the answer because he couldn’t swim. The most the others could do would be to scout the way and tell him what to expect.
“It doesn’t have to be anyone. We can…” Kerry’s words fell on Trent’s back. The toes of Trent’s boots pushed off the edge of the solid platform, and an impossible jump carried him into the dark where Felicia’s Spell couldn’t reach.
Trent tried to keep his body loose and his eyes on his target. He tried to pretend it was solid ground he leaped over. He told himself there was no need to look down; he had seen the stone floor before. His roiling stomach didn’t believe him any more than his sweating palms did.
Platforms of stone jutted out from the Trial’s walls. Made from the same blue-gray rock and spaced at distances too far for anyone without Enhanced Jump to reach, the wide shelves might have been resting places for a swimmer. They could have been, but they weren’t. There would be an obstacle at the end only he could cross; Trent was sure of that.
His feet touched down on stone closer to the unfathomable water than he would like. The platform was short, a few stumbling steps brought him to the far edge, and Trent teetered for a moment, heart pounding. The rock was slightly rough under his feet, allowing him to find the traction he needed. He had been prepared to activate Steady Footing, but it wasn’t necessary.
He backed up and prepared for the next jump. He bit his lip and pushed his legs forward before he could rethink his decision. He did not look back. The sight of Kerry and Felicia’s concerned faces might have spoiled his resolve. They were right. There was no reason Trent had to do this.
His next landing was as precarious as his first. He almost fell backward, and a last-minute shifting of weight was all that anchored him on the ledge. He inched his way forward and pressed a hand to the wall as he released the breath he had been holding.
He shouldn’t have pushed the Trial. Setting the platforms at the limits of his ability to jump had to be a warning. Didn’t it? Maybe he was still reading too much into things. After all, Trials weren’t supposed to be easy. If he could step from stone to stone like crossing a bridge, what would be the challenge in that?
Trent repeated that as he used Enhanced Jump to fling himself to the next ledge. He stopped saying it after that. What was wrong with an easy Trial? The steam had been nice for the most part. Why couldn’t all obstacles be like that? A plateful of food that had to be eaten but left you uncomfortably full, or a bed that was a touch too soft but had to be slept in; where were the Trials with challenges like that?
The ledges came to an end against the wall that had produced the waterfall. He had to activate Steady Footing on it. Three feet wide, stretching from one corner of the tunnel to the other, Trent had bounced off the wall and almost fell before he activated the Skill to stay upright.
His mask tapped on stone as Trent pressed his forehead to the wall. He had made it. Feeling backward with one foot and finding the edge right away, Trent felt he had made a mistake. There was no treasure or loot on this shelf. There also wasn’t room to get a running start, something he would need to make his way back. He had come all this way for nothing.
He left his head where it was and explored the area out of the corners of his eyes. Open air, smooth stone, and deep water were all that could be seen. He clenched his hands in frustration where they rested on the wall. That frustration vanished as his fingers caught in the slightest of lips, the most subtle protrusion. There was something else here.
He felt upwards and found another lip. His mouth dried out when he lifted his foot and scraped it against the wall to discover a third. A person could pull himself up using these bumps. The knowledge came from his Climb Skill, and it came with a caution. Trent had clambered up trees before. He had not scaled a cliff. It would be stretching his Skill to ask for its support in this endeavor.
Trent pulled himself up and stretched out to feel for the next handhold, all the while wondering if he had been wrong. The steam had felt like it was for him, but Climb wasn’t a rare Skill. There were probably a lot of people that had it. Scaling the cliff face was a slow process, different from climbing trees. When Trent levered himself into a small cave thirty feet above the water's surface, he felt that it wasn’t improbable that many of the students from Bellrise Academy could have accomplished this feat.
Not Kerry. It was unfair to call the Warrior fat. He did, however, have a roundness, a certain amount of bulk, that would have made standing on the ledge below awkward. His fingers lacked the Dexterity needed for gripping the slight handholds. Trent chuckled, imagining Kerry’s feet scraping for footing, failing to find it, and splashing into the water for his troubles.
Felicia was Agile enough to make the climb. At least part of it. Strength would be her problem. Trent remembered how hard a time she had pulling herself up when he hadn’t been able to throw her over that first ledge. Some of that had been the smooth nature of the stone, but her delicate fingers were as much to blame. She had hands meant for flipping pages and gesturing with a wand, not clutching stone.
Others from their school had to be better balanced, though. Trent thought any Rogue would have laughed at the cliff. Laughed at the cliff and drooled over what had been left in the cave. The two Skill Stones, and a circlet of woven silver would excite any low-leveled Adventurer. They certainly made Trent’s eyes light up.
Basic Flail, a Weapons Skill, was picked up first and stored away without much thought. It didn’t confirm or dismiss Trent’s suspicions about the Trial. From a monetary point of view, it was a good find, but considering they didn’t have an actual flail to accompany it, it wasn’t much use.
The circlet had Trent catching his breath. It was the only headgear he had ever held that made him think about switching out his cowl. Although the circlet had no Defensive Rating or attached Skills, it did reduce the Mana cost of all Spells below tier-three by fifteen percent. Had Trent possessed a Spell greater than a Charm, he would have tried on the circlet immediately.
Since he didn’t, Trent reluctantly put the circlet, with its gracefully woven silver frame, away and picked up the final Stone. Free Diving was a swimming Skill, and it was added to his Status the moment Appraisal revealed its secrets. Free Diving was to swimming what Military Fencing was to Basic Longsword. It had a strict requirement for Stamina, but other than that, it gave Trent all the knowledge he needed to explore the surface and plumb the depths of the lake below.
Trent could swim back to the others! No need for hair-raising leaps. No wondering if he would be able to grasp the lip of a ledge before he sank to his death. Sinking was no longer an issue anyway. Free Diving would use his Stamina to offset the weight of his armor. He would not need to strip or disarm for the trip.
All of that was enough to have Trent punching the air in victory while singing the Trial’s praises. So why did his chest feel tight? Why were his teeth and hands clenched? Why could he hear Dreq barking at him to look? The air was still and quiet, and the water below was smooth as the surface of a mirror. So why was he picturing ripples and imagining the roar of a thousand gallons of water beating against rock? Why could he see…
… a box. The shadow of a box, deep under sheltering waves. A box Dreq had spotted that Trent had no way of reaching. Not before.
He stood and looked over the edge. He could feel eyes drilling into the back of his skull. A drop of water fell from the ceiling. It struck the lake with a lonely plop, sending ripples in all directions. Trent could hear the laughter in that drip. The sound was practically inaudible, but the dare it represented clamored in his ears.
How far had they climbed to escape the flood? A hundred feet? Two? Three hundred? Free Diving would replace his need to breathe to an extent. It would protect him from the cold and shield him from the worst of the pressure that would be exerted on him, as long as his Stamina held out. The deeper he went, the more energy the Skill would sap.
What did Trent have besides Stamina? Great reserves of Stamina and Health had been the only tangible benefit of the Survivalist Class. Compared to Kerry or Felicia or any of their fellow students, compared to the Guard Recruits or even some of the trained Guardsmen, Trent had Stamina for days. Many of the Adventurers who delved this Trial could have made the climb to find the Skill Stone. How many of them could use it to reach a box hundreds of feet underwater? How many of them would risk it for unknown rewards?
Trent’s hands removed his belt with its pouches, weapons, and tools. He kept a simple belt knife out, tucking it into the waist of his pants, and put the rest in Storage. He removed his boots, socks, and chainmail shoulder-guard, and they joined his belt. He left his armor, gloves, and cowl on. There was no telling what waited for him, and Free Diving would counter their weight. He might need the protection.
He stepped forward, his toes hanging over the lip of the cliff. Trent took a deep breath in and exhaled it slowly as he raised his hands over his head. A second breath inhaled quickly, expelled forcefully, and then Trent was plunging downwards.
His fingers hit the water and his body followed. He began to kick and pull himself with fluid strokes. The water closed around him, pressing in, and he felt a moment of panic that he shoved down. His mask normally allowed him to see regardless of lighting conditions, but as he sank deeper, Trent found his vision restricted to his immediate surroundings. A black emptiness confined him. The lack of any details, of scenery, stirred the unease in his stomach.
He was in the mouth of a Beast. No, the throat. Wet muscles were working to crush and push him towards the creature’s belly and death. Instead of fighting the Beast, Trent helped it, gliding forward, using as little movement as possible.
His Stamina trickled away as it battled his instinct to draw in air. Trent had to fight not to check his Status, to see how much of his energy was draining away. The was no need. He would not stop until he reached the bottom. It was stupid and reckless, but he was committed.
Stupid, Jerkface! Why are you always so stupid!
It was Tersa’s voice, Tersa’s words. The words she always shouted at him when he did something she disagreed with, something that scared her. They were usually followed by a screamed obscenity as she passed by him, charging ineffectually.
Do not do unnecessary things, Runt!
These were Cullen’s words, bouncing around Trent’s head. Try as he might, though, he couldn’t hear the Sergeant’s voice. It was Trent’s voice shouting the words because this was not a situation that Cullen would object to.
Cullen always told his Recruits to go slow, work in teams, and don’t be a hero. Recruits were soldiers. Their lives weren’t theirs to squander. Recruits and Guardsmen belonged to Cullen, and they had damn well better not die without permission.
Adventurers were different. Adventurers had to take risks. That was what the Sergeant would say. Otherwise they were just Farmers, collecting the things a society needed without truly reaping the benefits of the Trials, without ever seeing the wonders of the Wilds.
Cullen would understand and approve of what he was doing. He would never say it, he might even yell at Trent for being a milk-sucking fool, too foolish to be alone around sharp objects, but his sneer would be half-smile when he did so.
Trent’s panic disappeared at the thought, and a lump formed in his throat that had nothing to do with the lack of oxygen. Why did he always think of Cullen at moments like these? Why did the Sergeant’s approval even matter? Why would any sane person ever want to stand in front of that absurd man and hope to see the glint in cold black eyes that meant, whatever he said, he was proud?
Trent distracted himself by running through the story he would tell Cullen to make that glint appear. He wouldn’t lie. You should never lie to the Sergeant. He would need to gloss over a few details, though. Working with a Reme and entering a Trial with a stranger would have to be worded carefully. Maybe Martin Vane and the Dire Bear could be left out of his report altogether.
Trent’s fingers struck a hard surface while he was still trimming unflattering details from a story he didn’t believe he would have to tell. His eyes focused on the black that was all around him to confirm that it was the floor and not the wall he had come in contact with. He was unsure. It was disorienting to be this deep.
It had to be the floor. If not, he was in trouble. He was in trouble either way as his fingers had hit stone. It had not occurred to Trent that he had no way of determining his target’s exact location when he dove off the cliff. He could be within ten feet of the box he assumed was waiting for him, or forty feet away.
Picking a direction at random, Trent pulled with his hands and pushed with his feet, skimming along the ground, his head swiveling. He pushed off in another direction when he came to a wall, desperation building in his chest. He fought and lost the battle to check his Stamina when he hit a third wall.
256 out of 630. Less than half. He should start back immediately. He had failed. His fingers dragged on the stone as he threw himself forward. One more wall. He hadn’t come all this way for nothing. A second trip was out of the question. The first had been made in ignorance. He might not be able to find the courage now that he knew what to expect.
A shadow rushing at him from the black had Trent scrambling for the belt knife he had stuck in his pants. The knife was half drawn before Trent realized the shadow was stationary and not a threat. It was the box, the chest that he had been looking for. He fumbled the knife and nearly dropped it in his relief.
Kicking and pulling, Trent arrived at his destination. His hands ran over weathered-looking wood as he searched for a clasp or handle. A rusty chain was bolted to the lid of the chest, and Trent’s hand closed around it. He tugged on it and frowned when the lid didn’t move. Was the chest locked?
There was no sign of a keyhole. Using the knife in his hand, Trent found the seam of the lid and dug into it. Bracing his feet, pulling on the chain, and prying with his knife, Trent tried to open the chest again. A crack appeared and air pockets began to bubble out. Trent pulled harder, knowing he was wasting Stamina and precious time but unwilling to leave now that the lid had started to yield.
The box sprang open quicker than he anticipated. His feet shot him upward, until his clenched fist dragged him around and jerked him to a halt. Trent explored the interior of the box with his hands and found four items inside. Three small ones and a larger one, they all went into Storage the second his fingers drifted across them. He made several sweeps with his hands across the bottom of the box before he was convinced that he had everything. Kicking off the ground, Trent began a hurried ascent.
100 out of 630. His Stamina was worryingly low as he clawed at the water and kicked for all he was worth. He left his Status open, morbid curiosity compelling him to observe how much longer he had to live. Free Dive had been helping him drop as he went down, and on his return, it increased his buoyancy. If anything, he went faster going up.
It wasn’t enough, however. His Stamina bottomed out. Was he even halfway back to the surface? A weakness that could not be denied caused his arms to stop their pulling. His feet kicked feebly a few times before he lost sensation in his legs. He expected to feel a burning sensation from his lungs any second.
The need for oxygen remained suppressed. Trent felt a pulse of pain ripple through him. Once, twice, again and again, at two to three second intervals. Trent was helpless to fight them. He curled over, shaking as he continued to float upwards. His Status was open, and he soon found the source of the pain that twisted his body.
Stamina: 0 out of 630. Health: 600 out of 630
Deprived of its primary energy, Free Diving had quickly started draining his HP. Trent watched it fall below 600 and continue to fall. How long had it taken him to reach the bottom? There was no saying, but it would take him longer to resurface. He drifted, unable to swim, his limbs lurching and stomach twisting. His vision, already hindered, began to blur.
The gasp of air he took when his head bobbed into the open was involuntary. The sweet oxygen that filled his lungs halted the racking spasms. The pain diminished, but the ache of cramping muscles remained. Before his head sank below the surface, Trent drew in a deep breath and held it. He made his muscles relax and leaned back. Water pressed over his face again.
The single drop of water that splashed off his mask as he floated on his back was insulting. Trent tried to breathe evenly; it was the only thing he could do. He didn’t have the strength or will to move. Floating was the limit of his abilities.
Health: 117 out of 630
Four more drops of water bounced off his mask before he had enough Stamina to begin pushing with his hands in the direction he hoped lay a rock ledge. His Stamina, normally so quick to recover, was filling slower than his Mana usually did. He thought it might be because Free Diving was still acting to keep him afloat despite the weight of his armor.
When his head bounced against stone, Trent stretched out an arm. His hand grabbed hold of stone after the third try and he flipped over in the water. Flopping an arm onto the ledge, he hung there unable to pull himself up. He retrieved a Stamina potion from his Storage and dropped it twice before he was able to get the cork between his teeth. He spilled more than half of the precious liquid as he drank from the vial.
A Stamina potion and two Health potions later, Trent was finally able to exit the water. He pushed up his mask and lay his cheek against the cool stone, eager to feel solid ground beneath him and needing the skin to rock contact to know it was real.
**********
“I thought you couldn’t swim,” Kerry said, crouching down. He looked at the hand Trent extended but didn’t take it. “That’s a strange thing to lie about.”
“I couldn’t swim.” Trent swatted the air, begging Kerry to realize what he wanted. “I can now. Please help me out.”
“Doesn’t make sense.” Kerry scratched his ear. “Why do you look so weak?”
“Because I am!” Trent slapped his hand next to Kerry’s foot. Enhanced Jump took precise timing. Timing that Trent’s punished muscles were unable to manage. He had been forced to swim back to where the rest of his party waited with short paddling strokes, resting often when Free Diving drained his Stamina.
“Weird.” Dreq came forward and grabbed Trent’s sleeve in his teeth, tugging for all he was worth and accomplishing nothing. Kerry’s hand fell to give the Dog a friendly pat. “This one went crazy while you were gone. Pacing and howling. I think he missed you.”
Trent summoned the last of his energy. Kicking hard, he surged up a few inches, his fingers latching onto Kerry’s wrist. “Pull me out of here. Or when I can get out myself, I’ll toss you in!”
“Hey, no need to get rough!” Kerry winced and pried at Trent’s fingers. For a man who claimed to be at the brink of exhaustion, Trent didn’t seem weak. Kerry thought he could hear the bones of his wrist grinding under Trent’s fingers. “Just wanted to get the facts straight!”
Trent kept hold of Kerry until the Warrior pulled him from the water. He gave one last squeeze, which made Kerry yelp, before releasing him. 
“Are you alright?” Felicia knelt down beside Trent and, pushing her hat back, began searching him for wounds. “Are you injured?”
Trent shook his head as he checked his Status. His Stamina began to recover at its usual rate and his Health started to tick up. “I'll be fine. Give me a minute… or ten.”
“So, what happened?” Kerry rubbed at his wrist and kept carefully out of arms reach. “Was it worth it? Find anything good?”
“I found some things. I don’t know if it was worth it, though.” Once Trent had hated the Mana cost of Storing things with his Ability. That cost had decreased with time, and now he had a profound appreciation for any Skill or Ability that didn’t run on Stamina. “See for yourself.”
Felicia sorted and Evaluated the items as Trent made them appear. Her sighs and awestruck mutters, which may have been slightly exaggerated, drove Kerry to distraction as she kept the results of her Spell to herself.
“Gonna share what you found out, Felly?” Kerry asked, sitting beside her.
“That reminds me, Trent.” Felicia turned the circlet over wistfully before setting it back down. “I perfected the Spells while you were gone. Firebolt, Weak Fireball, and Burning Touch. I'll demonstrate them for you. On Kerry. If he ever calls me Felly again!”
“No nicknames, got it,” Kerry agreed amiably. “So what have we got here?”
“Does it matter?” Felicia slapped Kerry’s hand away as he started to pick up what appeared to be an oddly shaped mace. “From the look of things, Trent almost died getting them, with no help from us. They’re his.”
“Not how it works.” Trent groaned and pulled himself into a sitting position. “Equal shares.”
He began to sort the large pile into three smaller ones, frowning as he finished. The last item remained in his hand as he considered where it should go. Night Sight could be for any of them. He and Felicia didn’t need it, but then Kerry didn’t really either. The Warrior had no business going off to areas Felicia’s Spells did not reach.
A circlet and wand for Felicia, a weapon and Skill for Kerry, a ring and Free Dive for himself, the distribution didn’t take a lot of thought. So who should get Night Sight? A snuffling nose pushed against the back of Trent’s hand as Dreq crawled into his lap. The Dog’s eyes were wide and somber as he lifted a paw to claw at the Stone.
“You want this?” Trent started to move the Stone away. Dreq could be astonishingly quick when he wanted something. Dreq whined to see the treasure escaping his reach, and Trent stopped. Dreq had contributed more to the delve than the human Warrior of half-elven Mage. Why shouldn’t he get a reward?
The Stone containing Night Sight drifted back towards Dreq and the Dog, seeing Trent’s fingers unlock, jumped forward, his nose bumping the Stone free. It clattered to the ground, and Dreq pounced after it, chasing it until the round escapee was trapped against the wall. Dreq captured the Stone between his paws and settled in to lick and gnaw at it.
Trent watched as the Stone grew smaller as Dreq worried at it. That was proof enough for Trent that the Skill had ended up where it was meant to be. He pushed Felicia’s share towards her and claimed the thin green ring that was left for himself. Kerry had already picked up the weapon set aside for him.
Trent slid the ring onto his right hand. It had felt heavy when he held it, but once it was in place, it was barely noticeable. He channeled a stream of Mana into it and felt a ‘click.’ The leather-wrapped hilt of a sword filled his hand, as the ring was replaced by the weapon it contained. A blade, single edged and two feet long, extended above a short cross guard.
The weight of the sword was comfortable in his hand, but Trent found himself frowning at it. The metal of the blade was a dirty green, ugly with an unfinished look. The sword ended in a flat line as if the tip had been sheared away and roughly sharpened. It looked more like a machete than a longsword, a weapon for hacking rather than refined swordplay.
With a Damage Rating of 25, the blade was slightly inferior to Sorrow and Strife. However, with bonuses from his Class and Skills, the sword’s potential soared. It might not suit his style of fighting perfectly, but there was no doubt that a sword was the weapon for a Swordsman.
A fact that Kerry was quick to point out.
“A sword for a Swordsman.” Kerry hefted the weapon he had picked up, as he glanced at Trent. “Not exactly original. It does make you look the part, though. What is this thing anyway? Some kind of weird mace?”
“It’s a flail,” Felicia answered him, “and you can’t keep it.”
“Flails have chains, and this is just an off-centered knob on a shaft,” Kerry argued, tapping the round protrusion on the floor. “I think it’s a mace.”
“Insert Mana into it like you would the shield ring,” Trent advised. “The chain will grow depending on how much MP you use. You will need to practice with it.
Kerry concentrated, and when the ball of the flail dropped from the haft to dangle from a foot of chain, he gave an excited chuckle.
“Learn the Skill first.” Trent reached out and stopped Kerry from swinging the flail. “You'll hurt yourself without it. And move away before you hurt one of us.”
Kerry picked up the Skill Stone with a certain amount of trepidation. He licked his lips as his brow furrowed. He willed himself to learn what the Stone contained and when the orb crumbled, he opened his Status to double-check that there was an addition there.
After six months of training, and he finally had a weapon that felt comfortable in his hand. Six months of being an Adventurer, and he was finally starting to feel like one. Glowing with pleasure, Kerry opened his mouth to thank Trent.
“Why?” Felicia cut in before Kerry could speak. She hadn’t touched the wand or circlet that Trent had pushed to her. “Why are you doing this? It’s too much.”
“What strengthens one of us, strengthens us all.” Trent leaned back and dismissed his sword as Felicia glared at him from beneath the brim of her hat. “You have more use—"
“Not good enough!” Felicia huffed. “You hardly know us. Platitudes won’t cut it. It’s one thing to team up temporarily and talk about equal shares. It is another for you to hand over loot we haven’t earned. What do you get out of this?"
Trent’s head swiveled away from Felicia’s insistent eyes. It swiveled again as Kerry put his flail down and joined the Mage in staring. Seeing Dreq standing with his hackles raised at the two, a snarl lifting his lips to expose his teeth, Trent found the answer to Felicia’s question. He patted his thigh, beckoning Dreq to come close, and with the Dog leaning on his leg, he faced his companions’ demands.
“Company,” Trent said simply. “The Trials are more interesting with company.”
“To what end? Are you looking to form a permanent group?” Felicia did not let up, but her pining eyes couldn’t hold Trent down anymore.
He stood and began removing his waterlogged clothing. “I'm wet again. And tired. Now that you two can defend yourselves, I can sleep easier. Then we clear this floor. Or you can go back. It’s up to you.”
“Felicia, why do you sound like you hope he’s looking to recruit?” asked Kerry, scooting around until his back was to Trent. “You haven’t even told him about your condition yet. All these questions, but you’re the one holding out.”
“I'm not hoping for anything…” Felicia was grateful for the distraction. She turned away from Kerry and started answering before his words registered. When they did, she pushed her hat back to properly glare at Kerry. “My condition? What condition?”
“Maybe that’s the wrong word.” Kerry scratched at his cheek. “Your circumstances? Whatever. You know what I'm talking about. You should tell him before he starts depending on us.”
“Why don’t you tell him,” Felicia said in a chilly voice. “I'll correct you if I think you’re getting it wrong.”
“It’s not a big deal.” Kerry patted her hand, not noticing how her knuckles went white as she gripped the cloth of her robe. “The whole Academy knows. We understand. Trent will too.”
“Felicia may have learned the Spells you gave her,” Kerry lifted his voice to address Trent, “but she can’t cast them. She is a support Mage because her religion doesn’t allow her to kill or eat meat. She’s an Elf.”
Trent dropped his shirt on the floor, next to his armor, and stared at the back of Kerry’s head. He had seen the Mage eating dried meat with dainty bites and obvious enjoyment a few hours ago. At least half the Warrior’s statement was wrong and, judging from the angry flush that crept up Felicia’s neck, she didn’t appreciate the misconception.
“Is that what they say about me around the Academy? That I can’t fight because I’m an Elf?” Her voice was sweet as Felicia removed her hat, revealing her pointed ears and green hair.
“It’s alright,” Kerry replied comfortingly. “We get it. No one holds it against you.”
“Of all the… pigheaded… ignorant… childish…” Felicia wrung her hat between her hands, and Kerry, sensing that another slap might be headed his way, dove out of reach.
“I am an Adventurer, just like everyone at the Academy.” Felicia felt around behind her back until she found the circlet, and wand that had been left there. “I profit from the Dungeons and death. If I belonged to the religion you mentioned, that wouldn’t be allowed.”
She settled the circlet on her head and flourished the wand in Kerry’s direction. “Elves have produced some of the finest Warriors the world has ever seen. Ask Trent if you don’t believe me. His people know…”
She clamped down on that thought hard before words, as insulting to Trent as Kerry’s had been to her, could escape. Trent’s ears had perked up, but he showed no signs of wanting to join the conversation and busied himself with getting dressed.
“Okay, calm down.” Kerry held up his hands in a conciliatory gesture. “Then why don’t you—"
“Because!” Felicia let out an explosive breath and carefully set the wand down in her lap. Kerry had no way of knowing why Felicia had chosen to fill support roles in the past. His ignorance was as infuriating as it was understandable.
“Because,” she continued after a moment, “tier-one Spells aren’t strong enough. I'm not strong enough. As I am now, weak Spells deal a set amount of Damage. Weak Fire Spells, which are usually all that show up in Bellrise, are the worst. They kill slowly, painfully. Not wanting to burn a creature to death and being unwilling to fight are two very different things.”
“I've been trying to craft a wand that will empower my magic enough to make tier-one Spells more effective. Like this one.” Felicia held up the wand in her lap. She turned without thinking and was relieved to find Trent dressed and laying out a hide on the cold stone.
“That’s why I needed the insect legs,” she explained. “I still don’t like the idea of using Fire, but with this wand, and circlet… Thank you, Trent,” she finished gruffly.
Trent waved away her thanks and set out a second set of hides. “We'll take turns standing guard. We could all use a rest. Who wants to go first?”
“Kerry does.” Felicia moved to the hides and settled down on one. “He has a lot to think about."
Kerry tried to share a glance with Trent in which they would silently agree that women were unpredictable and found Trent had already rolled up in his hide. Kerry sighed as he stood and faced the tunnel which led deeper into the Dungeon. He began running through the moves of Basic Flail, taking advantage of the downtime to familiarize himself with his new weapon.
He heard Felicia murmuring curiously behind him, and then she began casting her Evaluate Spell. He didn’t think much of it and kept concentrating on the ball and chain in his hand.
“Did you use a Charm to cure a Dire Bear hide!?” Kerry almost dropped his flail when Felicia’s angry tirade began. A broad smile split his face as the Mage explained in great detail and scorching terms exactly how foolish Trent was. For a person who didn’t like setting fire to living beings, she showed Trent no mercy. Kerry suspected the next time he wanted to share a commiserating look, the Swordsman wouldn’t let him down.




Chapter Thirty-Seven

It turned out that the Prepare Hides Charm was meant to be used on animal skins. Anything greater, even a Basic Beast, and the Spell did more harm than good, decreasing the value and limiting what could be made from the hide. Trent was well-schooled on the principles of appreciating rare and hard to find materials before he was allowed to sleep.
Talk about forming a permanent party never came up again, but the idea lingered at the forefront of Kerry’s thoughts as they explored the second floor. Waves of Ants couldn’t distract him. It was too tempting. The progress he had made in the last two days was phenomenal. Although Trent still carried the party by leading the way and clearing all serious danger himself, Kerry and Felicia made increasing contributions with every step.
It was intoxicating to Kerry. He had always been relegated to the role of stationary obstacle in prior delves. He had been a barricade for Holly and Silas to hide behind, a wall to keep Jace from being overrun. With Trent, Kerry became a damage dealer, a fighter. He was living the life he had dreamed about, and a new ambition was forming. The dream of a permanent party with Trent leading, and a life where he never had to lift a shovel again, had Kerry in its grip.
Felicia was full of denials, but Kerry thought she shared his thoughts. Why would she have brought it up otherwise? Why would she have learned the Spells she obviously hated? It was written on her face every time she gritted her teeth and threw a bolt of Fire into a swarm of insects. There was more to her reluctance to kill than she admitted.
Kerry didn’t push her on it. He had his own worries, and presently, teaming up with Trent was still up in the air. However, much they might be willing, Trent had no reason to accept them beyond this delve. The student Adventures were barely pulling their own weight. Proving themselves came first, had to come first, before talk about a team could be broached.
The second floor was bigger than the first. Tunnels wound in unpredictable directions, seeming to circle back and splitting at odd intervals. Ants crawled from the ground or dropped from the ceiling without warning, and Traps frequently littered the path, slowing their exploration.
Kerry didn’t mind any of it. He hummed to himself as he set his flail to whirling. They were taking a short break while Trent gathered cave moss, and Kerry was eyeing the open cavern a few feet away, ready to get moving. The cavern should hold the second floor’s Guardian. He had never been this deep into the Dungeon.
“That’s the last of it,” Trent announced, twirling his modified spoon while checking the notifications that his Herbalist Profession had leveled up. “Are you guys ready?”
“No,” Felicia’s answer came before Kerry could open his mouth. “There’s one last thing we need to do. Display partial Status.”
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It was the last thing Trent expected Felicia to do. He read over her attributes, puzzled about why she chose this moment to display her Status. He clicked his tongue over her low Constitution, and whistled to see an Intelligence rating higher than his, but he wasn’t overly impressed by what he found. He turned his gaze from Felicia’s Status to her face so that she could make her point.
Felicia’s eyes were locked on Kerry, who was studiously avoiding eye contact.
“I've leveled up.” Felicia’s head bobbed and weaved as she tried to force Kerry to look at her. “You’re a lower Level than me, Kerry. You must have gotten enough XP to level twice or more since we started.”
“Could be.” Kerry rolled his shoulders and gave his flail a casual swing. “I don’t check those things very often. It’s bad luck to level up in a Dungeon.”
Kerry found it harder to avoid looking at both Felicia and Trent. He backed away as they closed in on him, Felicia’s eyes narrowed, and Trent’s mask was somehow accusatory. He looked for an escape route and found Dreq blocking the only way out. The Dog’s jaws were slightly apart as if he understood what was happening and was ready to unleash a Paralyzing Howl.
“That’s crap!” Felicia spouted. “We’re about to face a Boss. Unless you have a convincing reason not to, you should spend your XP before we go on!”
“How do you know I haven’t?” Kerry hunched his shoulders and put the haft of his flail between himself and Felicia.
“You haven’t gotten any stronger or faster than you were since you drank the potion,” Trent answered for the Mage, “and you just said it was bad luck to level up in a Dungeon.”
“It’s the charter, isn’t it?” Felicia grabbed Kerry’s chin as his back hit the tunnel wall. “That’s why your Attributes are so skewed.”
“Don’t know what you’re talking about,” Kerry said, jerking his head away. “There’s nothing wrong with my Attributes!”
“I thought so.” Felicia let the Warrior retreat, pity filling her eyes and anger flaring her nostrils. “There’s a clause, right? A requirement for how you spend your Points and preventing you from talking about it? I knew Jace was a bastard, but I never thought he would go that far.”
“What’s this all about?” Trent had thought he was following the conversation, but Felicia’s questions and Kerry’s refusal to answer had him stumped.
“It’s a way for Adventuring companies to control low-leveled members. Dictate how they level, and by the time they can leave, the newbie’s Status is so messed up no one else will take them.” Felicia missed her hat. Normally when she was angry, she would grip the brim. Her new circlet was more powerful but lacked an outlet for her to express herself when she was upset.
“In the long run, it makes the new member practically useless, unless all you need is someone to fetch materials for a company’s craftsmen or to complete simple Quests for quick coin…” Her voice grew soft, and she glowered at the floor. “The Academy’s instructors should have caught this. It’s illegal! At least, it is in the Al'dross territory.”
“Hey, let’s not slander my—" Kerry offered halfheartedly. There was no clause saying he had to be enthusiastic about the defense of his party. He almost swallowed his tongue when Trent cut him off.
“Shut up!” Trent’s voice was cold and harsh. His sword flickered into existence in his hand. Kerry’s situation was familiar to Trent. It wasn’t unlike his own start in the world.
Only, Kerry had no Michael to step in when Kirsten had gone too far. He had no Cullen to teach him, and no Orion to watch his back when enemies closed in. And Kerry’s enemies were always close. They called themselves his friends. Those that should have watched out for him had failed.
A heat built in Trent’s chest. Heart of the Inferno pulsated, feeding off his anger and stoking it. It was fortunate that Kerry’s tormenters weren’t in the Trial. There were no laws here. Had Jace stood before him, the so-called finest Warrior in the Academy would have found out that the flattery of his peers did not give him the right to interfere in people’s lives.
Oddly, had the charter that controlled Kerry’s actions been beneficial to the Warrior, Trent would have approved. Hadn’t Trent been bound, compelled, and grown stronger for it? Didn’t the Guard’s Recruits learn under similar circumstances when they took their oaths? The only regret Trent had was being separated, not from his Bond, but from a man who lectured, yelled, and twisted every moment of the day into a “learning experience.”
Perhaps it was a good thing that Trent’s fury stole his voice. Felicia and Kerry would have thought him insane to hear what Trent objected to about Kerry’s treatment.
With no way to articulate how he felt, Trent pivoted on his heel. Activating Dash and Dodge, Trent stormed into the Guardian’s chamber, silent and vengeful, too quick for Felicia and Kerry to stop him. The darkness folded in around him while they watched, stunned, and Dreq howled reproachfully.
The Guardian, a Winged Silver Ant Queen, had little time to react before Trent closed in on her. Her wings fluttered, raising her off the ground and she began to speed towards Trent. Angling his blade high, Trent swept by the Ant Queen, his blade a blur as he used Long Slash to slice through paper-thin wings. Deprived of her means of flight, the Beast crashed into the floor.
Soldier Ants crawled up from holes in the ground to defend their monarch, and Trent hacked at them in passing. Each blow crushed an insect as he made his way to the downed Guardian. Sorrow fell into his free hand, and Trent fed Spiritual Flame into the soul-bound knife. The knife’s edge burned white from the intensity of the Charm that Trent fed Mana to unceasingly.
The Ant Queen tried to skitter away, summoning her troops and trying to cast her Skills. Trent slashed at her, his sword cutting away two legs. The Queen teetered and snapped with her mandibles while Trent weaved his way around her, hacking at her body. The Guardian’s Defense was high. Trent’s blade left gashes that looked gruesome, but no blood or ichor flowed.
Felicia and Kerry joined the fight, concentrating on the Soldier Ants and staying far away from the enraged Swordsman. Kerry’s flail and shield pushed back the lesser minions, and Felicia’s Spells roasted the reinforcements that kept exiting from holes in the walls. Dreq wavered between helping the duo and clinging to Trent’s side, ultimately deciding his teeth were better suited to dealing with the Soldiers.
Trent noticed his companion’s efforts in an absent way. He kicked the bodies of slain Ants away and continued backing the Queen into a corner. He aimed for the fragile joints of the Guardian’s limbs, seeking to destroy her mobility. He fought in a blind rage, trying to dispel the knot in his chest, the fury that had overcome him.
It was the actions of the Queen that finally returned Trent’s sanity. Energy built between her antennae and lashed out at him, forcing Trent to give up his assault. He threw himself to the side. The bolt of sizzling power struck his sword, nearly tearing it from his grip. Trent backpedaled a few steps from the force, grimacing at the scorch marks that marred his blade.
Seeing her foe reeling, the Ant Queen prepared another blast to finish him. Trent lunged forward, twisting as his sword slashed through an antenna, severing it. For half a second, Trent thought he had succeeded in preventing the insect’s attack. Then the built-up energy detonated outwards.
Trent crossed his blades and activated Block in a futile attempt to stop the magic explosion. His Skill broke, leaving him dazed as he was flung backward, like a leaf in the wind. He maintained the presence of mind to relax his body and roll when he hit the ground. His sword returned to its ring form, and Sorrow dropped from his hand.
Trent lifted himself to one knee, his sight blurry. The Ant Queen could have tackled him with little resistance at that moment had she been able. Having had three legs, a pair of wings, and an antenna severed, the pain the Trial Beast was in left her stunned. Adding to her misery, her Spell exploding directly overhead had slammed her head to the stone.
Trent let fly with three darts, and shook his head when two missed and the third pinged off the Silver Ant’s carapace without scoring it. He rose to his feet, his sword flickering back into his hand. Strife, in the form of a hatchet, was plucked from his belt, and Trent advanced on the Guardian, more cautious this time.
He circled around the Beast until he was at her rear and struck at her legs again. The Ant tottered away, whirling to bite at him, then falling back when Trent threatened to fill her mouth with steel. Her instincts told her to fly high and unleash magic from above. The wings laying on the ground a few feet away stirred as if they sensed her intent ,though it was more likely that the motion was caused by the backlash from the Fireball Felicia cast into a group of the Queen’s protectors.
Robbed of her mobility, the insect Beast might still have had a chance against Kerry or Felicia. She was a floor Guardian, blessed with regeneration Skills and power that her subjects did not have. Even crippled, she was more dangerous than anything else on the second floor.
If only Trent would realize that. There was no respect in the way he deployed Skilled slashes and hacked at the same points on her body with unerring accuracy. The rage he felt had not faded, but it no longer burned hot. A simmering anger fueled his blows, and rational thought was guiding his actions.
The Guardian turned to the side to avoid absorbing a third slash on a weakened area of her exoskeleton and lost a fourth leg for her efforts. That was the end for her. Trent pivoted and hacked to remove the last two limbs, and the Queen collapsed. Sword and axe crashed against her in a slow, relentless rhythm. The Swordsman she fought might have been replaced by a wood cutter or laborer for all she was able to resist.
When the Guardian’s head rolled away, the stone ground sparked as Trent’s sword struck it. He stepped back, shoulders and chest heaving. There was no sensation of victory. He felt no accomplishment or pride. His feelings were a mess of hot and cold waves.
When she was alive, the Queen’s Soldier Ants had come forth in three-minute intervals. Felicia and Kerry had barely managed to keep pace with the swarm of minions. There were five left when the monarch fell. Dreq paralyzed them with a howl and Kerry bellowed, his flail cracking the armor of the helpless insects one after another.
“That’s the last of them,” Felicia addressed Kerry as his head swept from side to side, looking for another target. Kerry heaved a sigh of relief and allowed the chain of his flail to retract. His borrowed shield became a black iron ring once more, and he removed his helm to wipe the sweat from his face.
“I'm not sure I have enough XP to level up,” Kerry said to the wall, refusing to look at any of his companions. “I can check if you two think that’s for the best.”
He didn’t tell them that he was terrified of what the next floor would bring. He had lost a gauntlet getting to this Guardian. The armor on his legs had done its job during this fight, but his greaves had been damaged beyond repair in several places. If this continued, he would soon be fighting naked.
No one answered him, and Kerry’s head hung low while he waited for judgment to fall on him. When a gloved hand pried open his clenched fist and deposited a coin in it, he looked up. Trent had removed his cowl and was staring at him.
There was no emotion, no recrimination or pity in his violet eyes or Trent’s voice when he said, “Do what you have to do. That’s the second gold. We have enough copper and Beast cores to make up the third, I think. You can go back and level up.”
Trent passed two Return Scrolls to Felicia. Her hand shook as she took them. It had been doing that ever since she had started casting Fire Spells. Her face was white and covered with sweat, plastering her hair to her scalp. She tried to make her voice firm when she spoke, but there was a hitch in it that was hard to miss.
“Two more scrolls and a gold piece.” She swallowed and gratefully took the water skin that Trent handed her. Her canteen was buried in her Storage pouch. Not the first time she thought she should find a more convenient way of carrying it.
“It’s getting harder, but the rewards are still too much.” Felicia took a second drink and sent a burst of Mana into the skin to refill it before passing it back to Trent. “Guardians in this Dungeon normally don’t drop more than silver.”
“New layout, and there are only three of us.” Dreq gave a dissatisfied bark, and Kerry corrected himself. “Four, I guess. Academy rules say party of six, and one should be a Healer for the second floor Guardian. Could explain the loot.”
No one said it didn’t, though the thought hung heavily between them.
“I'm going to finish Harvesting.” Trent pulled his cowl back up. “I can give you your shares when I’m done. You should both use those Scrolls.”
“What about you?” Felicia asked. She wanted to grab Trent’s shoulder as he bent down and began slicing at an Ant’s corpse. Her hand twitched and remained at her side, letting Trent work uninterrupted. “You’re going on? Why?”
“You ask that a lot.” Trent had to use Appraisal on the Sliver Winged Queen, but the Soldier Ants were just bigger versions of the insects they had fought before. The Harvesting went smoothly; Trent’s knife never paused as he spoke. “Kerry came for gold, you came for materials. You both have what you need. I want to clear the Trial. I haven’t done that yet.”
“By yourself?” It was a stupid question that Felicia regretted immediately. She was here because she expected a violet-eyed Al’rashian to be capable of going deeper into the Dungeon than any Academy student up till then. Trent had met her expectations and exceeded them. She was glad when he didn’t answer her.
Felicia jumped when Kerry took one of the Return Scrolls from her hand. She had forgotten she was holding them, forgotten Kerry was standing next to her. It unsettled her the way the chant to the hated Firebolt Spell tried to force its way to her lips in her surprise.
“I'm going to keep going, if that’s alright with you.” Kerry tucked the scroll into his satchel. “When I think I’m holding you back, or it’s getting too dangerous, I'll use a sScroll.”
He moved towards the entrance to the next floor and peered into it. It was an empty gesture, performed more to avoid an awkward silence. Felicia followed him and joined him in staring down the long tunnel.
“Why?” She whispered, “You could die, Kerry. Six for the second floor, eight for the third. You know he's going to face the Guardian.”
“Why?” Kerry grinned at her. “He’s right; you do ask that a lot. I'm going for the same reason you are.” He tapped a finger against the scroll she still held. “You should tuck that into your robe instead of your pouch. Just in case.”
“The same reason? What makes you think I'm going with you two?”
“Three,” Kerry corrected. “The Dog is like his owner, more than he appears. We have to count him too. You didn’t come here for insect legs.” Kerry turned to face Felicia, and it was her turn to avoid his eyes. “Or, you didn’t stay to pay him back for the insect legs, anyway. There’s a chance here, Felicia, to be real Adventurers and not…”
“Soft metal, Dungeon Farmers,” She finished for him, as Kerry waved his hand looking for the right word. “You think that’s what the Academy is making us?”
“I think,” Kerry wiped the corner of his mouth with his knuckles, “I didn’t think that before. I don’t know what I think now. Maybe all Adventurers end up soft metal eventually. I know the lessons Trent has been hammering me with and what the instructors tell us are different. Some of it sounds the same, but it’s not.”
“I don’t mind being soft metal. I like crafting. I come to the Dungeon because that is where the materials are.” It was something she told herself often. Before, it had been true.
“Then use the Scroll. Go back. Knit scarves, make wands and hats. You'll miss the first day of the term if you don’t leave soon. No one will think less of you.” He tapped the Scroll again. “Use it or keep it close. I'm going to go see if Trent needs any help. And when he says he doesn’t, I'm going to eat.”
It didn’t take long for Trent to finish cleaning up the Ants. Kerry cleaned up the drops with Dreq, muttering about food and how you couldn’t depend on people to do what you expected of them. Felicia stared towards the third floor, thinking about her family and Al'rashians.
She wondered when Trent had stopped being a dangerous tool to be handled carefully and started being… it was hard to call the Swordsman a friend. There was still so much she didn’t know about him. So why did she want to trust him? Why was she thinking that the third floor with Trent and Kerry was better than knitting scarves in her room?
She did ask why too often. She smoothed the crinkled Scroll in her hand and placed it in an inner pocket of her robe. Trent didn’t say anything as he led the group forward. Felicia fell in beside Kerry, slapping his arm when he tried to elbow her side. It was anticipation that brought color to her cheeks and not the anger Kerry imagined, as he fell back a pace to keep away from swatting hands.
It was excitement, because she had never seen the third floor and wouldn’t be allowed to until two or three more terms according to Academy policy. And she would be seeing it in a way no one ever had before. A new floor, a new configuration, new dangers and challenges ,and none of the school’s safety nets. It was going to be thrilling!




Chapter Thirty-Eight

As they entered the third floor, the group was met by another high ceiling. Kerry and Felicia wrapped their arms around their ribs and let out tiny relieved gasps when no staircase of bruises could be found. Trent saw what they had missed and frowned, readying himself to summon his sword.
No Safe Zone! Hadn’t Kerry and Felicia said that all floors in permanent Trials started with a Safe Zone? However, no enemies rushed to meet them as they stepped into the first chamber, and no Traps released arrows or pitfalls. It wasn’t a comforting thought because, as far as Trent could see, there was nothing on the third floor at all. No Beasts, no tunnels, no obstacles or doors, just stone walls extending upwards to a height he couldn’t judge even using Far Sight.
The Ability leveled up while Trent used it to scan for caves or breaks in the wall, but the minor increase it provided didn’t bring any answers. Trent rubbed at his left bicep and canceled Far Sight. Climbing the walls that rose to where his vision couldn’t reach seemed like the only way forward, and that made phantom cramps break out in his muscles.
Gradually Felicia and Kerry recognized what Trent had spotted, causing Kerry to ask, “Is this it? Do you think the Dungeon is still growing and the third floor hasn’t been finished yet?”
“Not how it works. We’re missing something, is all.” Felicia began casting Light Spells, sending glowing orbs soaring to the limit that she could control them. “There has to be a way, or there wouldn’t have been a tunnel leading from the Guardian chamber!”
“Maybe we're supposed to use a drop.” Kerry snapped his fingers. “How about it, Trent? Think you can dig through the wall with your spoon?”
“Where, though? It all looks the same.” Trent began walking around the square room, running his hands along the wall.
“It was a joke, Trent! You can’t break stone with a wooden spoon.” Kerry rolled his eyes and joined the others in tapping at the walls looking for a secret door or compartment.
Dreq sniffed along the bottom while the taller party members swept higher. Kerry struck with the butt of his flail, and Felicia explored with the fingertips of both hands, spreading out a sheet of Mana to examine for minute cracks.
It was a slow process. There was a lot of wall to search. Trent was starting to think he should climb higher and leave the area reachable from the floor to the others when his fingers touched on a rectangular hole. Not much more than an inch wide and less than an inch tall, the opening could have been a natural break in the stone. Kneeling for a closer look, Trent was able to confirm the hole didn’t appear special. It was really, only big enough for a finger or…
Trent’s snort brought Felicia and Kerry running.
“Find something?” Kerry bent down and looked over Trent’s shoulder. “A hole? What do you think it’s… seriously Trent, I was joking.”
Trent pushed the wooden spoon in as deep as it would go. When the bowl hit the back of the opening, there was just enough handle sticking out that Trent could grip it with his fingers. He pushed and rocked it, and when nothing happened, he tried turning it. To Kerry’s dismay, the wooden implement twisted around and produced an audible click that was followed by the sound of stone falling to the ground behind them.
Trent refrained from looking to see the source of the noise. He drew out the spoon with exaggerated care and polished it against his chest. Tucking it into his belt pouch, Trent made sure the treasure was secure and said, “All drops are provided for a reason.”
Kerry leaned his forearm on the wall and pressed his face into the inside of his elbow, muttering to himself, “He'll never stop now. He'll make me pick up every rock and piece of trash we find. I'll spend the rest of my life on my knees, picking through crap that sells for a copper a dozen.”
Kerry was left muttering to himself while Trent and Felicia moved to where a new hole had opened up in the wall. The hole contained three iron rods, each with a symbol engraved on the side. The first resembled a wand like the one Felicia used. The center rod held a picture of a sword, and the third a flail.
Trent ran curious fingers over the engraving of the sword. The rod extended into the stone and he was unable to draw it out. It did shift some when he pulled it towards himself. Felicia slapped his hand away when he started to tug at it.
“We don’t know what the levers do. Let me study them before you start yanking randomly,” she scolded, pushing Trent away from the hole. Trent rubbed at his hand, reluctantly stepping back to give the Mage room.
Kerry, wandering over to join them, peered over Felicia’s shoulder. “Think we have to pull them in a pattern?”
“I don’t know.” Felicia brushed her fingers across the levers, cautiously casting Evaluation. “They could be here to mislead us. Why don’t you two look around and see if you can find anything else?”
“Have you heard of puzzles appearing in this Dungeon before?” Kerry bumped against Felicia’s shoulder as he ignored her suggestion and leaned closer, squinting at the lever with the flail engraving. His hand fell unconsciously onto his weapon.
“No, it’s strictly a combat… move back, would you? And use a Cleaning Charm, you reek of sweat!” Felicia twisted her neck to glare at him, wrinkling her nose as Kerry pushed in closer.
Trent left the two to their arguing. He walked away and began to look for an area he could scale. He made three circuits of the chamber before giving it up. The walls were smooth as glass. There were no protrusions for him to grasp or ledges to leap to. Other than the levers, there was nothing to be found.
“Dreq, come here!” The Dog, who had been sitting in the center of the room, tracking Trent’s movements, came quickly at the command. Trent started to pick him up and then stopped. Dreq had grown. Standing almost as high as Trent’s knee, the pup wouldn’t fit in a pouch anymore. Trent altered his plan.
“Stay close,” he told the Dog. “I'm going to pull on a lever and see what happens.”
“What if what happens is that boiling oil drops on us from above?” Felicia stood in front of the revealed hole, her arms spread to block Trent’s access.
“Then we'll know that’s the wrong thing to do,” Trent answered. “We’re getting nowhere this way.”
“There’s three of us and three levers,” Kerry said uneasily. “Each has a symbol that could represent one of us. I vote we pull them at the same time.”
Seeing the two united in their insane decision, Felicia’s shoulders slumped, her arms flopping to her sides.
“Fine!” She huffed. “When this gets us killed…”
“You can say I told you so in the afterlife.” Kerry reached out and took hold of the flail-marked lever. “On three?”
Trent and Felicia took up their positions. Trent’s hand was steady on the sword lever, and if Felicia’s trembled as she closed her fingers on her lever, no one commented on it. Kerry began counting down, and the Mage closed her eyes tight. When Kerry shouted “go" in an unnecessarily loud voice, Felicia jerked hard on the iron rod, hunching instinctively to avoid the trouble she knew was coming.
Nothing happened. No rumbling or splashing assaulted their ears. No arrows shot out from the walls to pierce their flesh. The three levers moved a few inches and stopped without so much as clicking. Felicia opened her eyes slowly and let out a breath.
“Maybe it is a dead end.” Looking over her shoulder, she could not see any changes in the walls around them. The knot in her stomach started to loosen, and she let go of her lever to wipe a sweaty palm on her robe.
“We could always go farm the Ants on the last floor,” Kerry suggested, prying his fingers loose. “They've probably started respawning by now.”
Trent eased his lever back into place but didn’t let go of it. He looked down at Dreq, and when the Dog nodded back at him, Trent pulled the sword-marked lever again. Felicia let out a startled gasp and started to speak. Whatever she had to say was covered by the clamor of a thousand pounds of rock crashing down.
The floor shook, nearly throwing the party to the ground. Kerry and Felicia covered their heads and turned to run for the exit, sure the unseen ceiling was collapsing. With every step, they expected the hammer of falling stone to crush them. They reached the sheltering arch of the tunnel leading back to the second floor and kept running. The light orbs Felicia had placed remained where she left them, and it was only when they were far beyond the area the Spells could reach that the pair came to a stop.
“I told you so,” Felicia shouted angrily, summoning a new orb so that she could properly scream at Kerry. “I knew it was a bad idea.”
“We aren’t dead,” Kerry panted. “The deal was that you could say ‘I told you so,’ only if it killed us.”
“And you!” Felicia spun in a circle, looking to direct her fury at Trent. “What were you thinking? Why would… where is he?”
Trent and Dreq were nowhere to be seen.
“You don’t think…” Kerry couldn’t finish the thought. The image of Trent being mashed under a fallen boulder filled his mind. “Weren’t they right behind us?”
“He’s faster than either of us. He should have been in the lead.” It could have been the spell-light, but Kerry thought Felicia’s face was paler than usual as she stared back the way they had come.
No masked swordsman or black and white Dog appeared, no matter how hard the pair of Adventurers strained their eyes. Felicia laid a hand on Kerry’s forearm, and Kerry covered it with his own hand, giving the Mages slender fingers a comforting squeeze.
“He’s fine.” It took Kerry a couple of tries to get that out, his mouth was dry, and his voice broke when he tried to speak. “He has to be. We made it out. What we can do, Trent can do.”
They leaned against each other as they took shuffling steps forward. Conversation was cut off; they were too busy listening for Dreq’s bark or the sound of Trent’s voice to speak. When a sound did reach them, it wasn’t an annoyed voice or the pattering of paws
they heard,
but the rhythmic smashing of metal on stone that caused frowns to crease their faces, banishing anguish.
Felicia and Kerry, their foreheads furrowed, raced back the way they had come. Stepping back into the open chamber, they released the hold they had on each other’s arms. Hands went to their hips at the same time as identical disapproving glowers widened their nostrils.
Not much had changed in the chamber. Instead of the cascade of falling rock they expected to find littering the floor, a solitary slab of stone, about six feet high and four wide had fallen away from the wall. Where the slab once stood, dark grey stone streaked with red deposits was revealed, and standing on the slab was Trent.
He stood with his back to them, feet planted on the slab, swinging a pickax. Grey stone broke away as he hit it, and judging from the pile on the ground, Trent had been working at it the whole time they had been worried about him. He didn’t seem to notice the eyes burning behind him. He was concentrating hard on directing the point of his pick to the cracks on the stone, maximizing the effect of his swings.
Dreq looked up from where he lay with head on his paws to acknowledge the return of the panicked Adventurers. He yawned and settled back down, his ears twitching as more rock crumbled away from the wall.
“What do you think you’re doing?” Felicia called angrily, stomping her way across the chamber, her hands still on her hips.
Trent paused mid-swing. He looked over his shoulder at the fuming Mage, then at the pick in his hands before replying, “Mining. This is an iron ore deposit.”
Felicia’s hands flopped helplessly at the casualness of Trent’s tone. “We thought you were dead, you know!”
“Oh,” Trent began striking the stone again, “Why?”
“Because… why didn’t… don’t you know…” A hand fell on Felicia’s shoulder, and looking back at Kerry, she finally managed to complete a thought. “Am I being unreasonable? Are we the crazy ones here?”
Kerry shook his head and led the Mage to the far wall, settling her down and pressing a canteen into her hands. “Might as well rest. I'll keep watch first. We will probably be here a while.”
**********
It was a longer rest than Kerry expected. Although he had never mined in the Dungeon before, both Kerry and Felicia agreed that mineral deposits never provided more than fifty pounds of ore. Even the unskilled hands of an Adventurer without the Miner's Profession could deplete a deposit in an hour or two.
 
By the time the third hour had passed, Trent had created a tunnel a dozen feet deep, which was wide and tall enough that he could keep hacking away. During the first hour, he had stopped occasionally to sweep the ore into his Storage. At some point, he had learned to collect the rock by tapping it with his feet, and the second hour he worked almost uninterrupted.
 
“You don’t think that he is tunneling to the next floor, do you?” Kerry gnawed on a hunk of dried meat, biting off a piece and taking a swallow of water to soften the hard lump.
 
“I want to say no. That would be ridiculous.” Multicolored light orbs, which chased each other through the air at Felicia’s command, wobbled and dropped a few feet as she lost focus. “No one would explore past the second floor if they had to dig their way down.”
 
“No one except Trent.” Kerry watched as the orbs rose back up and the red ball overtook the blue in the race around the chamber. He silently began rooting for the green orb currently in last place. He started to pull out a copper to wager on the green to win, hoping monetary support would provide the luck the twinkling light needed. He pushed the coin back into his satchel before Felicia could notice and point out how foolish it was to bet with the Mage controlling the outcome of the race.
 
“What does that say about us then? We’re still here,” Kerry said to cover his lapse in judgement.
 
“It says you are desperate.” Felicia flicked her wrist and sent her orbs flying at Kerry to take the edge from her words. Kerry ducked his head and swatted at the glowing balls that zoomed by him before continuing their route.
 
“You’re desperate,” Felicia repeated. “And maybe I am too.”
 
“What do you have to be desperate about?” Kerry pushed against Felicia’s wand hand to see if it would give his green underdog a chance and stuck out his tongue when the light fell further behind. “You’re popular and talented! It’s a tossup whether you or Holly were the top Mage student before, but now that you have a couple of attack Spells, you win. No contest.”
 
“Don’t you dare compare me to that sadistic woman!” Felicia’s Spell burst apart as Kerry’s comment broke her concentration. Kerry noted that the green ball was the last to fade and called it a victory for his team.
 
“Mages like Holly are half the reason I don’t like attack Spells in the first place!” Felicia’s wand wove through the air as she recast her Spell and set the lights to dancing again.
 
“So, why are you desperate?” Kerry took great pains to not ask what composed the other half of her reasoning.
 
“Ask me again when we’re out of here. Out of Bellrise,” Felicia said after a long moment of silence. “If he lets us go with him, I'll tell you both.”
 
“Think he'll want to go to Al’drossford after this? Or will we clear the other Dungeons first? Slyhill and Riverside are supposed to be easier than Bellrise.” Kerry nodded his head as Felicia confirmed that she was as interested in working with Trent in the future as he was.
 
Felicia murmured noncommittally, her nose twitching like she was repressing a sneeze. Kerry let the subject drop, content to watch the light show and wait quietly.
 
**********
Professions could be leveled like Classes, and although funneling XP into Miner would increase the speed at which he could hack into the stone wall, Trent opted not to. The Profession gained experience automatically as he completed tasks his Status assigned him. Hours of beating on the wall with a pickaxe while collecting ore with his feet, had made Trent a Level 3 Miner and earned him 4 more Points for his Strength Attribute.
 
He would have to watch that. He would end up like Kerry if he kept increasing his Strength without balancing his Agility. Though it might have been his imagination, Trent thought he could already feel himself getting stiffer, heavier, especially through the shoulders. That could also be a result of constant physical activity, though. He had dug a tunnel over ten feet deep and was starting to feel the strain.
 
A chunk of ore fell to the ground as Trent slammed and pulled with his pick. Before it could settle on the ground, his foot tapped it, and it went into Storage. It had taken a lot of concentration to do this at first; he was used to using his hands, but now Trent hardly noticed the effort of sending his Mana down unfamiliar routes.
 
Trent set his pickaxe down and stretched as much as he could in the confines of his created tunnel. He wanted to make the path wider and taller at first. However, he had settled for forward progress as he went deeper with no sign of the ore deposit fizzling out. He already had enough ore to complete fifty Guild Quests, and now he only wanted to see if this was the way to the next floor or not.
 
Dreq darted between Trent’s legs to seize a small red stone in his mouth. The Dog carried it back to a pile he had made and looked toward Trent to receive the approving nod his action earned. Trent graciously bestowed the head bob Dreq wanted. Red and green stones showed up from time to time amongst the rubble and Dreq, knowing Trent liked to keep pretty things in his belt pouches, had given himself the task of separating the rocks that Appraisal called gems.
 
Looking at the pile Dreq stood guard over, Trent thought some of the shiny bits would have to go in Storage. Either that or he would have to craft a few more pouches since the gems would not all fit in those that currently cluttered his belt.
 
“What do you think they’re for?” Trent left his pick and went to sit beside Dreq. Picking up a ruby, he turned it over, admiring its rough beauty. Appraisal didn’t tell him much about the gem, which meant it had little value, or it was beyond his Skills Level to examine. He had thought to ask Felicia, but she would probably tell him it was as wasteful to pick up rubies and emeralds as it was to keep spoons and scraps of cloth.
 
“Pretty,” Dreq offered to Trent’s question, sniffing the gem.
 
“It is,” Trent agreed, tucking the ruby into his pouch as a good luck charm before putting the rest of the gems into Storage. “It’s not enough to keep mining, though. I don’t think we’re clearing the Trial this time. This deposit could go for miles for all we know.”
 
“Give up?” Dreq sounded disapproving. His ears folded over as he lowered himself into a crouch. He was quickly back on his feet, his paws slapping on Trent’s leg as he excitedly asked, “Hunt Ants?”
 
Seeing Trent fail to complete a Trial was disappointing, but Dreq was all for abandoning the noise and dust that accompanied mining for a chance to show how good he had gotten at fighting insect Beasts. Beasts had bits that could be eaten, which made them superior to iron and gems in the Dog’s eyes.
 
“We should probably go back to Bellrise.” Trent brushed his hand along Dreq’s coat, stirring up a flurry of loose dirt. “We'll make better time when Kerry can level up, and he won’t until his bond…his contract? Charter! Is broken.”
 
Dreq wilted under this announcement, then reared up to place his paws in Trent’s chest. “Leave Kerry! No need! Weak!”
 
“You and I were weak once.” Trent gave Dreq a light push, which sent the Dog rolling and, using the wall behind him, pulled himself up. “You still are.”
 
Dreq whined, standing back up and shaking vigorously. He did not try to refute Trent’s statement however much he wanted to but trotted behind Trent with his head held low as Trent went to reclaim his pickax.
 
Picking up the tool and looking over the tip that was already showing signs of wear, Trent let out a low chuckle. “So am I. Too weak to go any further as I am.”
 
That Dreq wouldn’t stand for. He would suffer in silence as Trent’s attention was stolen away by others. Dreq could accept that he wasn’t as helpful as he could be, but under no circumstances would he allow criticism of Trent.
 
“Trent good! Strong!”
 
“Not strong enough.” Trent tapped the wall with his pick as he shook his head. “Not as strong as stone.”
 
A tiny sliver of rock broke loose under Trent’s tap and pinged off the floor. Watching it fall, Trent whispered that he was making the right decision. This Trial was too weird. Kerry had said that only one delve in a hundred turned up equipment. Felicia said Return Scrolls were as rare, and gold was unheard of. By any standards, this trip was a success.
 
So why did Trent feel that he was letting someone down? It wasn’t as if this Trial was meant to be cleared by a four-man team in one go. His own Status had said he could leave at any time. Leaving alive was the best possible outcome of any delve. Why was he finding it so hard to turn around and walk away?
 
And why were cracks spiraling out from where he had tapped the wall?
 
It had been the lightest of hits. The sliver that had fallen was already an unexpected amount of damage. The cracks that spiraled and then split formed a spider web design radiating from the small scar. That was too much! The wall collapsed before Trent could step back. Chunks of stone bounced off his boots and narrowly avoided hitting Dreq.
 
Dreq did not seem to mind. He sneezed as dust tickled his nose and staring into the room that suddenly opened in front of him, he felt content. Another sneeze rocked his body before Dreq was able to say, “Trent strong!”




Chapter Thirty-Nine

“Trent is strong… is,” Trent stressed the word, gently correcting Dreq’s grammar. The Dog was beginning to pick up on the intricacies of spoken language. Stringing together two and sometimes three words was an impressive feat for an animal that shouldn’t be capable of speaking at all. And if one judged Dreq purely by his ability to convey intent, he was a genius. That didn’t make the short sentences less annoying, though.
 
“Don’t rush ahead!” Trent pushed Dreq back with one foot as he stored his pick and summoned his sword. “This isn’t right. We’re being played with.”
 
Dreq settled back on his haunches, his head tilting to the side. He tested the air with his nose. The smell of dust was overpowering, preventing him from discovering what was causing Trent to tense up. “Danger?”
 
“Go and get the others,” Trent responded, stepping through the roughhewn hole that had opened up. He kept his gaze forward as his empty left hand felt the edges of the stone wall. “Be fast; there’s something out there!”
 
Dreq sprinted away without another word, barking to alert the resting Kerry and Felicia, all the while wishing he was allowed to speak to them. Trent took another step forward into a chamber that was identical to the first in nearly all respects. He might have imagined he had tunneled in a circle if not for the boulder that sat in the center of the open space.
 
The boulder, a rich shade of brown and twice Trent’s height, begged to be examined. Other than its size, it was unassuming, just a giant version of the many rocks Trent had seen before. Roundish and fairly symmetrical, smooth, almost polished, Trent could think of a dozen ways to describe the object, and the word “danger” wasn’t one of them. The stone was not threatening.  It was still and silent, as harmless as a hunk of earth could be.
 
So why did the passive effects of Identify scream at Trent that he was standing before a Beast? Why did he feel he was trapped at the bottom of a cliff while the rock teetered above him, capable of falling at any moment?
 
Trent sidestepped around the edges of the room. He didn’t activate Identify to confirm the boulder’s state. As comforting as it would have been to confirm that the rock was just a rock, Trent felt any Skill usage on his part would bring a result he wasn’t ready for. It was a lesson he had learned in the Moonlit Forest. Beasts could sense the intangible as much as Adventurers could.
 
“You found something? Dreq is going nuts, trying to get Felicia on her feet. I hope whatever comes next is more interesting than watching you pound rock.”
 
Of course, Beasts could also hear. Kerry squeezed his way into the chamber, his pauldrons scraping on the edges of the hole. He held a ball of spell-light in his hand and waved it about to get a look at what he was stepping into.
 
“Big rock! Think the exit’s underneath it? I’m not much good at mining, but I can probably bust it up if you'll lend me your pickaxe,” Kerry announced cheerfully as he saw the room’s only occupant. He really did hope the boulder was regular stone. The long rest had instilled a need to move in the young Warrior, and he was ready to demonstrate that his heavy investments in Strength had a purpose.
 
The boulder moved before Trent could wave at Kerry to shut up. A head unfolded, and a long horn dug a furrow in the hard ground. Kerry gulped as the Beast, that was certainly not a boulder, regarded him with eyes that would have been beady in a smaller creature. Above the eyes, the Beast's head curved up and forward, adding to its already formidable height. Thick legs and a ponderous body gave Trent the impression that the oddly shaped Beetle's movements would be cumbersome.
 
The glow of a Skill being employed dashed Trent’s hopes, and he screamed for Kerry to move as the Beast lowered its horn and charged. Kerry didn’t need to be prodded; he was running to the side before the Beast took a step forward. Had he been a second slower, it would have been too late.
 
Kerry felt the breeze of the Beast on the back of his neck as it brushed by inches away. The crash of stone shattering as the Beast slammed into the wall behind him had gruesome images of the smudge he would have become had he stayed still racing through Kerry’s mind. He pumped his legs faster, his fingers scrabbling for his flail.
 
Hearing a chink behind him, Kerry looked back. The Beast’s feet had pounded the ground when it charged; the clinking noise was unlikely to be caused by such heavy feet. The sight of Trent’s legs confirmed Kerry’s assumption. On the other side of the Beast, whose horn was lodged in the tunnel Kerry had come through, Trent was visible from the waist down as he slashed at the creature for all he was worth.
 
Thinking the Beetle was stuck, Kerry spun around. With flail in hand, Kerry channeled Mana and created a chain for his weapon before rushing back to aid Trent. The iron ball of his flail came down hard on the Beast’s side. Stepping back and thinking of how Trent had fought the Ant Queen, Kerry directed the next blow at the creature’s legs.
 
Splinters of the Beast’s shell broke off under Kerry’s hits, but the results were less than outstanding.
 
“It's tough, but we can whittle it down as long as its stuck!” Kerry called confidently. “How’s it going over there?”
 
Trent licked his lips and backed away, staring at the unmarked shell of the giant creature. He had used his best Skills, putting every ounce of strength he could muster into his strikes. There wasn’t so much as a chip to show for his efforts. The two feet of steel on his hands was the most suitable weapon for him, but obviously, it wasn’t what was required to fight this creature.
 
“Not good,” he called back to Kerry in a raspy voice. “And it’s not stuck! Stay clear until we know how fast it moves.”
 
Kerry thought Trent was joking, and he nearly guffawed as he continued to flail away. Sure, that Charge Skill had him sweating, and the Beetle’s horn wasn’t lodged as deeply into the tunnel as he thought, but there was no need for Trent to sound so concerned. The Beetle was heaving itself backward with clumsy legs ill-suited to fast movement, slowly backing away from the wall.
 
It was only quick when it charged, and a Skill like that couldn’t be used often. The energy needed to propel the Beast’s weight had to be staggering. Now that they knew what to watch for, Kerry felt his fear dwindling. Unless the Beetle had other Skills…
 
Kerry lifted his arm to swing and paused as that thought hit him. There were two scenarios that occurred to him, and neither made him feel like laughing. One, the Beetle had a variety of Skills and didn’t depend on the charge for attacking. That would be bad.
 
The second scenario made his mouth pucker and his ass clench. If Charge was the Beetle’s only Skill, it could be used freely as soon as it was in position without worrying about Stamina. With time to rest between each attack, any energy spent would be recovered while it readied itself.
 
This should have been the preferable option, but Kerry had hit the creature fifteen times and, other than a minuscule crack, had little to show for it. His own Stamina would run out before he could breach the Beetle’s shell. A concave shaped head swung in his direction, and Kerry backpedaled to create space.
 
“I don’t suppose you've opened a devastating wound on your side, have you?” Kerry croaked. The Beetle began wobbling on stiff legs, quicker than Kerry liked to see, bringing its horn in line with the Warrior’s body.
 
“Haven’t scratched it,” Trent called back. “We need to find a weak point.”
 
“And if there isn’t one?” Kerry wanted to close his eyes while he waited for the answer. The Beetle’s presence and hateful black eyes kept his own open.
 
“We run,” Trent replied. “Try to stay close to the exit if you can.”
 
Kerry was glad to hear the word run was in Trent’s vocabulary. The fact that the command to retreat immediately wasn’t forthcoming was a little disappointing, but he could stomach that for now. The light from the orb in his left hand reflected off the brown horn of the Beetle, and the thought that he wouldn’t stomach anything once that dull hunk of shell pierced him had Kerry eyeing the exit tunnel wistfully.
 
Kerry stepped to the left and then the right. The Beetle’s horn stayed locked on him as its legs began to glow again. When it came, it was just as fast as the first time, and Kerry had less room to dodge. He swore he felt a vibration in the backplate of his armor as the Beast rushed by, and he reached into his satchel as he ran. He grasped the Return Scroll there and pulled it out to comfort himself.
 
“That won’t do you any good.” Felicia sent several spell-lights to cling to the wall as she stepped out with Dreq at her heels. Letting loose with a Firebolt, the Mage clicked her tongue as the Spell left a charred spot on the Beetle’s shell without penetrating the creature’s defenses.
 
“Return Scrolls won’t work in a Guardian chamber as long as the Guardian is alive.” She cast Grace on Kerry to bolster his Agility. The tip of her wand flickered, and an answering light covered Kerry as the Spell settled over him.
 
“Can’t be a boss. It’s only the second room.” The Beetle was turning to face him again, and Kerry’s flail knocked against its legs. He tried to stay in its blind spot, shifting with the Beetle’s sway, and received a crack to his chest from a rocking leg. It didn’t hurt much but pushed him back far enough for the Beetle to find him with its narrow vision. Rather than closing again, Kerry ran back to prepare for the charge he knew was coming.
 
Felicia didn’t argue with Kerry’s assertion that the Beatle wasn’t a Guardian. She could see it, and so could Kerry, even if he did not want to admit it. Creatures this durable, not to mention huge, didn’t show up except at the end of a floor. It might be early, but there was no doubt what they were facing.
 
She started to prepare another Firebolt. The Spell was half cast when she let it fizzle. Her hands were trembling again. They did that, shaking when she cast an Attack Spell. She tried to ignore it, told herself she could get past it. The shaking came less from a fear of destructive magic and more from the fate of a competent Mage in a place like the Al’verren Kingdom.
 
“I am competent!” She told herself. “With or without Firebolt!”
 
Trent had influenced her, breaking her from the pattern she had set for herself. Did that mean she had to think like the Swordsman? She knew more Spells than any other student in the Academy. Why wasn’t she using them?
 
The Chant for Firebolt fell away from her lips and was replaced with Reveal Weakness. It was her second-best Spell. She hadn’t cast it during this delve before because it wasn’t necessary. Trent had a way of creating weakness in the Beasts he fought. Throwing the Spell for the first time, her face lit up at the chance to show Trent there was more to magic than killing.
 
The results of Reveal Weakness froze her face in a mockery of a grin. Her upper lip lifted as the Beetle’s bane, ice, was transmitted to her. Any tier-one Ice Spell would make the Guardian’s shell brittle. A Mage with the right repertoire could reduce this Beetle to frozen bug chunks with a few waves of her wand.
 
“Soft spot at its rear,” Felicia relayed the other findings of her Spell, keeping the curses she directed at herself internal. “Ice is the best way to hurt it.”
 
“I think everyone has a soft spot on their rear.” With Grace to increase his Agility. Kerry was finding it easier to stay on the Beast’s side. His flail still refused to do more than tap the creature’s shell, but his breathing was easy, and he had put the Return Scroll away. “Sadly, I left my ice in my other pants. What about you, Trent?”
 
Where Trent had left his ice would remain a mystery. While the Beetle stomped towards Kerry, Trent slipped up behind it and used Triple Slash to attack its bulbous hindquarters. The three strokes from his green blade left white scars behind, which was promising, but only a small section of shell, no more than a hands width, oozed what Trent hoped was blood.
 
Any creature would react badly if you cut its soft bits. The Beetle’s reaction demonstrated that even enlarged insects were capable of speed. Kerry’s eyes opened wide as the Guardian reared up on its hind legs, hissing. His eyes went wider as it pirouetted around as nimbly as a dancer to face Trent, who had been preparing to thrust into the unarmored section he had found.
 
The Beast came crashing down to squash Trent with indignant rage. Trent’s legs locked in surprise as several tons of insect carapace collapsed towards him. If he had moved immediately, Trent might have had time to dart to the side. His hesitation left him with only one option.
 
Throwing himself flat, Trent sucked in his stomach in a useless attempt to make himself smaller. A useless and unnecessary attempt. The belly of the Beast was several feet away from him when its legs touched the ground. Trent thrust upwards with his sword, and the blade’s flat tip skittered along the Beetle’s exoskeleton.
 
Then Trent was too busy rolling and dodging, while the Beetle pranced from side to side in another stunning display of speed, attempting to do with its feet what its body had failed to accomplish.
 
“Hold on!” Kerry whirled his flail and charged towards the Beetle’s unguarded back. “I'll get its attention.”
 
Kerry swung for the Guardian’s leg, thinking that his hit, combined with the Beast’s erratic motion, might do more damage. Unfortunately, Kerry had just learned Basic Flail and could hardly be considered a master of blunt weapons. His stroke missed, and the ball of his weapon plunged home in the wound Trent had opened.
 
The half slurping, half plopping sound of Kerry’s weapon inserting itself into the insect’s body was covered by the Beast’s screaming hiss. Kerry tugged his weapon free. Before he could swing the flail again, the Beast was already standing upright. Knowing what to expect, Kerry wasted no time in getting clear.
 
With the Beetle’s attention back on Kerry, Trent pushed himself to his feet. The fight with the Dire Bear came back to him as he observed Kerry tangling with the Guardian. This Beast was hardly comparable, but the fight was the same. Trent and Kerry could batter the armored insect for days without bringing it down.
 
The Beast’s weakness was ice, which they did not have. Poison might work, but his supply of Terah’s Mercy had been used up. A fresh batch was growing. It would be ready in a week, which might be a viable solution given how the battle seemed to be going. What did that leave?
 
Blood dripped from the wound Trent had opened and Kerry had enlarged. Ice was the creature’s weakness. Could fire still be a viable weapon? Its outer shell might shrug off Felicia’s Spell but what about its interior? Trent dismissed his sword, and as the blade became a ring on his finger again, he cast Spiritual Flame.
 
The Charm was a strange one. Too strong for lighting campfires and too weak to serve as a weapon unless you were facing the Undead. Too weak under normal circumstances. Fire Manipulation changed the Charm from a shapeless plume into a three-foot pole. Not long enough. Trent forced more Mana into the Spell, increasing its length, bolstering its heat.
 
Trent was running dangerously low on Mana before he was satisfied. The pole had become a six-foot-long spear. Trent chugged a vial of Mana restorative as he moved in closer to the Beetle. Tossing the empty bottle aside, he took hold of his spear with both hands and matched his movements to the Beast’s swaying. His eyes locked on his target, and Trent made a move.
 
Three feet of flaming spear sunk into the backside of the insect. It was a foot deeper than Trent could manage with his sword, which still was not enough. Trent yanked his spear loose. The Guardian’s hiss took on a shrieking tone. It stamped and rocked as heat filled and then exited its body, leaving charred tissue in its wake.
 
Trent did not wait for the creature to turn on him. He had learned the Thrust Skill with a sword, but there was no restriction saying it had to be used with a blade. Any weapon with a point would do.
 
Under increased force supplied by the Skill, Trent’s charmed weapon sank until only inches were left protruding from the Beetle. Trent let go of the shaft after locking the Spell with a burst of Mana so that it would continue to burn. His legs tensed as he prepared himself to react to the creature’s counter-attack.
 
“Dreq! When it rears, hit it with howl!” Trent shouted, hoping that Dreq was in a position to follow his command.
 
Dreq had been slinking around the edge of the room, staying in Trent’s shadow, waiting for his chance to get involved. His ears perked and he readied his Skill at Trent’s instruction. However, the Dog’s chance never came.
 
The creature didn’t rear in response to Trent’s assault. It scuttled, quicker than before, attempting to spin and crush Trent, all the while sending out ear-stinging wails. Trent’s knees bent, and he threw himself upwards with Enhanced Jump. He soared over the Guardian, avoiding its trampling feet. He didn’t celebrate his successful dodge for long.
 
The once ponderous but now quick-stepping Beetle tracked the flying Swordsman, and when he began his descent, Trent found the Beetle’s horn directly below him. From this angle ,the horn looked sharper. Sharp enough to split steel, and more than sharp enough to skewer a falling Al’rashian.
 
Later, Kerry would claim the wild swing that brought the ball of his flail in contact with the butt of Trent’s spear was intentional. He would say it was a perfectly calculated and timed strike. He wasn’t believed, but that was what he insisted happened.
 
Whatever the truth was, the spear was driven home another inch, and the Guardian lurched forward. Trent slid along the curve of its horn and came to a stop on its flat face, the heel of his boots pressing into the Beetle’s eyes.
 
The Guardian had no neck to speak of, though that didn’t stop it from trying to buck its head to dislodge the pest that had nested on its face. Trent grabbed hold of its shell and hung on, his feet kicking, further enraging the aggravated insect. There wasn’t much else he could do. Being flung off would mean a hard introduction to the ground, and his hands were full, leaving him nothing to hold his sword with.
 
The Beetle rampaged. Felicia retreated to the tunnel, and Dreq joined her after a close call when he discovered the Beetle’s shell reflected his howl. Kerry chased after the Guardian, swinging for its weak spot and hitting it with one blow out of every six.
 
Trent’s hands were starting to lose their grip when the Guardian finally collapsed. It would take another minute before he realized the motion he felt was all in his head, and his unwilling mount had given up. He tumbled off the Beetle’s head and staggered towards the wall as the room swirled around him.
 
With a hand on the stone to steady himself, Trent settled to the ground. He held his head in his hands as the others joined him.
 
“What did we learn from this?” Kerry asked when he found the breath to speak normally.
 
“I need a spear.” Trent’s voice was muffled by his hands as he answered in all seriousness. “A long, heavy spear. Big Beasts are…. troublesome.”
 
“I should learn a larger variety of spells,” Felicia chipped in ruefully. “I wasn’t much help… again.”
 
Dreq, obeying the rule that Dogs should be seen and not heard speaking common, said nothing. All eyes turned to Kerry.
 
“I was great out there!” Kerry pulled off his helm and leaned back, placing his fingers behind his head. “You all should be grateful I'm here.”
 
Trent had almost finished Harvesting the Guardian and the party was collecting their loot before anyone would speak to Kerry again.




Chapter Forty

Archery Level 10  (max)
Archery has become Basic Archery Level 1
Skill Triple Shot Level 1 learned
Trent lowered his short bow as three arrows with steel heads took the life of the winged horror flying above him. The fourth floor had been one long hall. Spiders and Beetles had come in waves, always from the front. The insects were problematic, but the Bats, half the size of a man with flat scrunched faces and protruding fangs, challenged them the most.
The Bat’s sonic attacks left the Adventurers dizzy and at the mercy of the Trial’s ground forces. The Bats also came from both directions at odd intervals. Several times Kerry and Dreq had been forced to fight the insects on their own while Trent and Felicia picked the Bats out of the air with Spells and arrows.
Trent stored his short bow and took the longer battle bow from where it hung on his shoulder. He had alternated between the two weapons for the Fourth floor. The practice of using the short bow as long as his Mana held out and switching to the recurve bow, which had its own Mana supply when his was low, paid off. He had learned the last Skill the short bow had to offer and pushed his Archery into the Basic rank.
Like he had found with the spear, it was all about movement. A common-ranked Skill leveled quickly when you combined the simple with the intricate. His accuracy had increased with practice, but it was learning to shoot and move from various positions that had pushed Archery to the next rank.
There was no need for Trent to join the mopping-up effort going on in front of him. Felicia burned the webs that the Spider threw to ensnare the group. Dreq’s Paralyzing Howl kept the Beasts from sweeping over the top of the three, and Kerry’s flail was a constant whirl of bug smashing metal. At some point during the fourth floor, the team had become a cohesive unit, working together to achieve what they couldn’t alone.
For Trent, it was a bittersweet thing to see. It was exciting to work with the others. It was good to see Kerry and Felicia fighting above their Levels with only minimal complaints. Trent enjoyed having people to converse with. He did not want it to end. He would be happiest if the long tunnel stretched on forever, and they could stay like this, watching out for one another and growing.
 
It would end, though, and soon. The glow of a Safe Zone lay ahead, not forty feet from where he stood. The light only he could see promised a place where they could let down their guard and relax completely. It should have been a welcome sight. If they had been at the beginning of the fourth floor, it would have been.
 
The rewards were two Return Scrolls and a gold piece from each Guardian on the previous floors. Those floors had also held rewards that were far more than they deserved around every corner. Rewards only Trent could reach: An iron deposit, ore he needed to complete Guild Quests, that only opened when you pulled a sword-marked lever. A path he alone could dig. The signs were all there.
 
Those signs had disappeared on the fourth floor. Trial Beasts had gone back to dropping two or three coppers. There were no secret rooms or obstacles. The Trial had given all it meant to. It was time to pay the price.
 
Trent set to work cleaning the corpses his friends had left behind. Wings from Beetles and Bats, silk and legs from Spiders, they all went into Storage. He picked up the drops, admiring the unique pieces like spools of thread and a doll with a painted face while carelessly collecting the bits that the others would find valuable.
 
Kerry’s flail cracked against the stone floor as he drove the ball through his last opponent. The bug he had struck vanished, leaving behind a handful of coppers. Kerry looked around with a guilty expression. He had destroyed the Harvestable parts with that strike. Trent wouldn’t like that. He might not say anything, but his disapproval would hang in the air like a bad smell if he noticed.
 
“That’s the last of them,” Kerry said, clearing his throat and bending down to pick up the coins that were evidence of his overly aggressive blow. “How long till the next wave do you think?”
“No more waves.” Trent made no mention of the three copper coins that were dropped into Kerry’s satchel as he walked by. “We've reached a Safe Zone.”
“That can’t be right,” Kerry started to argue. “Safe Zones only show up at the start of a…”
There was a feel to a Safe Zone. It was a calming effect that dulled exhaustion and eased pain. There was no mistaking it. It poured over you, soothing like a balm on a wound. You might not notice it at the beginning of a Trial, but as time went on, as your strength and energy flagged, stepping into a Safe Zone was a warm blanket that wrapped around you.
“This shouldn’t be here,” Felicia said, echoing Kerry’s thoughts as they both entered the sheltering space.
Trent glanced at her. The Mage’s voice was tired, her robes torn in several places. Kerry was much the same. His breastplate was intact, but no other piece of his armor was spared the scars of battle. Self-Clean had removed the blood that had stained their clothing, though you could still smell it if you tried. They had gone as far as they could, farther than they should have.
Most of the Health potions had been used, and they were out of Mana restorative except for one that Trent had stashed away for an emergency. A reasonable party would call it a day. They had what they came for. Trent wouldn’t ask any more of them.
Calling Dreq over, Trent dropped a Wolf fang on the ground for the Dog to chew on. “Should we rest before we start back?”
“Is there any need for that? We have the Return Scrolls. The Guildhall isn’t that far from the Dungeon; we could rest there.” Felicia’s eyes narrowed as she spoke. The Safe Zone wasn’t large, just a few square yards. Trent stood at the far end in front of a door carved from stone to look like wood. The door was closed and out of place in the cave environment. A sword was embossed on its surface, and beneath the sword, a flail and wand were stamped. The symbols Trent took to represent Kerry and Felicia were recognizable despite the way they had been crossed out and scribbled over.
“She has a point, Trent,” Kerry added. “You aren’t going to make us walk back to the entrance, are you?”
“No, you can use the Scrolls.” Trent’s hand closed around a bronze-colored doorknob. He didn’t look back and kept his body angled to shield his actions as he said, “Who has one handy?”
Their eyes left him as they instinctively looked to where they both had Scrolls tucked away. It was the briefest of glances, but when they lifted their heads again, Trent had already pushed the door open and was stepping through.
“I'll be right back. I just want to have a look,” he reassured them. Kerry started forward, clawing at his flail and bringing up his shield. Felicia was right behind him, and Dreq dropped his prize to surge towards the open doorway.
They were too late. The door swung closed with an ominous bang. Kerry reached for the doorknob and then jerked his hand back with a cry. The bronze doorknob melted and, instead of dropping to the floor, flowed outwards to seal the cracks between door and wall. They had been left behind with no way to follow.
Beyond the door, Trent paused. He leaned back on the stone wall. His ears worked to catch the sound of Dreq howling, of Kerry pounding on the door while Felicia shouted. He could picture them doing just that, although no sound drifted to his ears in confirmation.
He was making the right decision. He knew it! He just wished he could explain it to the others in a way they could understand. The Trials were more than resources to be exploited. They had their own wants and objectives. It was plain to Trent, although to Adventurers, who called the Trials, Dungeons, it would be nonsense.
His sword was in hand as he stepped into the Guardian’s chamber alone. The chamber was circular, and jagged stalagmites grew from the cave floor. Trent’s grip tightened as he imagined the spikes of stone coming to life like the Beetle Guardian on the previous floor.
He had run that battle through his mind a dozen times. It was an anomaly in what he thought the Trial was asking of him. His weapons and skills were inadequate for fighting such a Beast. Without Kerry and Felicia, he might not have been able to beat it. If this Guardian was similar, he had made a serious mistake.
Trent’s feet brought him to the center of the chamber. He adjusted his grip on his sword, his head turning from right to left. There was no movement from the stalagmites, and no Beast stepped from their shadows to pounce at him. He looked up.
Eyes and legs descended towards him. Trent threw himself into a roll to avoid the tan Spider that dropped from above. The Guardian chirped an incongruous war cry at him as Trent found his feet and turned to face it. The arachnid's front legs pierced towards him like spears. Trent slashed to parry one and spun to avoid a second that curved, seeking to wrap around him and draw him closer to the creature’s maw.
Trent thought of the black ring that hung on Kerry’s finger as his left hand drew Strife, and he flung himself forward to attack. He should have found some excuse to reclaim his shield from the Warrior. His sword felt like an extension on his arm, and while the Clever Hands Skill made the grip he had on his weapons secure, there was still a disconnected feel between him and the knife in his left hand. A shield would have firmed his defenses considerably.
The razor-sharp tip of the Spider’s leg ripped through the leather covering his right shoulder, splitting the flesh beneath, and Trent twisted to avoid a follow-up stab. He lunged for the Beast’s eyes and was forced to hastily step back, swiping desperately to block the venom the Guardian spit at him.
Dodge and Dash had been activated before the fight even began, but Trent was at the edge of abilities blocking the Beast’s attacks. Fortunately, the Spider was only able to thrust with its front two legs. Had all eight legs been brought into play, Trent would have had no way to resist.
Trent was forced back until he was pressed up against a stalagmite. A leg stabbed towards his face, and Trent jerked his head to the side. Splinters of stone struck the back of his cowl as the Spider’s appendage sunk into the natural column. A second leg cut towards his injured shoulder, and Trent made no move to block it.
Accepting a second cut in exchange for the freedom to move, Trent surged towards the Guardian. He cut at the Spider’s gruesome face, his blade clanging on fangs, and then leaped upwards. He landed on the Guardian’s back and slashed for all he was worth. The bright red that spurted from the open wound caused Trent to shout out with excitement. The lingering fear that he would be incapable of damaging the Beast, the fear that the last Guardian had instilled in him, vanished.
Trent’s sword cut two more furrows into the Spider’s back as the creature whirled beneath him. While not as deep as he would like to see, Trent was at least glad to pay the Beast back for his own wounds. The Spider’s blood flew into the air, splattering on his armor and mixing with his own to run down his arm.
He felt the Spider’s body tremble beneath him. Trent could see the end of the fight approaching. Then he could see the stone floor beneath him. The Beast had vanished, and he was falling. Arm raised to hack at the tan hide of the Beast, Trent landed badly, his legs collapsing under him as he struck the floor. His knees ached as he pushed himself upright, his head twisting from side to side.
The Guardian was nowhere to be seen. Trent’s gaze shot upwards, and the ceiling stared back at him, blank and empty. The blood trickling down his arm called for him to drink a Health potion. Trent ignored it. He would have to sheath a weapon to heal himself, and the Guardian was not finished.
His eyes were drawn to a stalagmite twenty feet to his right. Trent looked in time to see the Spider launch itself off the stone spire, spitting venom. He dodged the spray and lashed out, scoring a glancing blow to the Spider’s belly as it passed overhead. A string of silk trailed from the creature’s rear as it landed on a second stalagmite and scurried out of sight.
Trent, focused on his own attack, did not notice the web until it had already wrapped around his hand, coating the blade of Strife. The silk was nearly invisible, and Trent’s first clue that the Spider had a second mode of attack came when he was wrenched off his feet. With his arm outstretched in front of him, Trent was dragged along the ground towards the unseen, waiting Spider.
Strife was trapped in his hand. Trent returned his sword to ring form and slapped at the ground, searching for anything to hold on to. The ground was smooth to the touch and the stalagmites were out of reach. Twisting around, Trent tried to brace himself with his feet. He activated Steady Footing when his boots failed to gain traction. The Skill slowed him somewhat, but the Spider’s pull continued.
A surge of Mana brought his sword back out. He slashed at the silk that held him as the Guardian reappeared. His blade bounced off the thread without breaking it as the Spider reeled him in, closer and closer to biting fangs and stabbing legs.
Trent struggled to his feet, using the Spider’s own pulling motion to aid him. Leaning back, he hacked at the string again as his feet slid along the floor. The Spider chirped mockingly at him, raising its front legs in unison, preparing to attack. Trent was almost within its reach. His shoulders sagged as he stopped resisting, his sword tip dropping to the ground.
Embracing his forward momentum, he rushed ahead, plunging his sword into the Spider’s mouth, rolling over its head and back onto its body. He left his blade behind and drew Sorrow. Bloodletting caused the blade of the knife to glow as he stabbed wildly into any bit of the Spider he could reach. Eyes, or body, it made no difference.
His sprint forward created slack in the line that bound him, and Trent maneuvered his way onto the Spider’s flat, hairy body. When the pulling on his left arm began again, Trent plunged Sorrow as deeply into the Guardian as he possibly could. He did not fight the tugging; each jerk carved a longer groove into the Guardian, and Trent was content to allow the Beast to continue injuring itself.
Even with his concentration set on maintaining a hold on Sorrow, Trent managed to notice the tremble in the Spider’s body. This time he recognized it for what it was. Not the sign of victory that he had thought, but the Beast preparing to use a Skill. A Skill that would drop him to the floor and put the Spider in a position to ambush him again. He gritted his teeth and prepared for the fall. He refused to be caught off guard this time by the Skill or the Beast’s subsequent assault.
Trent’s stomach lurched and his vision swam as space folded around him. A moment of darkness and then the Spider was stepping through a void; its Skill taking it to a dark corner of the room. It was probably as surprised as Trent was when its foe came along for the ride.
Trent looked at the silk that was wrapped around his hand. Presumably, the other end was still attached to the Spider. Was that the reason he was able to travel with the Beast, because they were connected? There was some slack on the line again, and Trent took advantage of the Guardian’s bewilderment to scramble further up onto its back before sinking Sorrow back in to anchor himself.
The Spider skittered and chirped as it spun in place, trying to dislodge its passenger. This motion only caused Sorrow to tear more. As Trent grimly held on, the Spider stopped. The Beast’s wounds bled freely. Trent’s had already clotted. It was just a matter of time before the Guardian bled out. Not exactly a glorious victory, but Trent would take it.
However, the Guardian was not so willing to accept its fate. The tiny hairs that covered its body stood up straight, then exploded into the air, creating a cloud of tan particles around the creature. The hair drifted down, falling on the gaps in Trent’s armor and settling in. When the hair came in contact with his skin, his wounds burned and itched. Trent’s eyes watered, and his nose clogged with snot as the hair was drawn beneath his mask by his own breathing, and that breathing became very painful as his lungs started to tighten and contract.
There would be no waiting for the Guardian to die. Trent struggled to draw air into his burdened lungs, and the hair that landed on his wounded shoulder reopened the cuts there. He released his hold on Sorrow and tried to summon his sword, forgetting in his panic that he had left the blade stuck in the Beast’s mouth.
He opened Storage and searched through it until he found an Elwire blade. His eyes swelling shut, Trent took the wooden sword out, holding it awkwardly as he came to his feet.
Settling the tip of the blade into the groove that Sorrow had cut, Trent fell forward to push the sword as deeply into the Spider as it would go. With one arm stretched towards the Spider’s head and his sight dimming, falling was the best he could do.
Two feet of the wooden sword plunged into the Guardian’s back. Trent held on gamely as the Beast rocked and spun beneath him. The Elwire sword, crafted by amateur hands, was not the best weapon for handling giant arachnids, but no one would be happy to have two feet of wood jammed into their body. Trent threw his torso back and forth; the Spider’s whirling widened the hole in the creature’s back and pushing the sword further in.
The sword was buried up to the hilt, and Trent was sprawled in a pool of blood and hair, when life finally left the Guardian. Dazed, blind, and choking, it took Trent several minutes to realize he had won. Flipping on to his back, Trent fumbled at his belt until he found his water skin. He pushed up his mask and poured water onto his face, spluttering as the lukewarm liquid washed his eyes clean.
His vision was still blurry but partially restored. Sitting up, Trent hacked and coughed atop the corpse of the Spider, trying to clear his lungs. It was ten minutes before he could draw a full breath. The exploding hair was a dirty trick with long-lasting effects that Trent wished he could learn.
He turned his attention to his left hand, the hand that was still wrapped in spider silk. Felicia had used Firebolt to burn the webs of lesser Beasts. He would probably need her to free his hand and…
It was a low point in Trent’s life as he cast Spark, the first Charm he had ever learned, and channeled it into the blade of Strife. He increased the heat of the rudimentary Spell and watched as the webbing around his knife charred and smoked. His hand was free in moments.
Gathering up his weapons, Trent eased his way off the Spider. His skin itched and tingled where the Beast’s hair had found its way into his clothing. Self-Clean was no help, and Trent began removing his armor to wash the affected areas with his waterskin.
A Healing potion sealed the wounds on his shoulder. Trent poked at the new skin, grimacing. The cut was gone, but there was a lingering pain, the feeling of a deep bruise. Minor Healing potions were not as helpful for Trent as they once were.
He dressed slowly. He was in no hurry to Harvest the Spider or rejoin his friends. Felicia would mostly likely yell at him. He was a little surprised that she wasn’t already here.
He glanced towards the sealed entrance to the chamber and shook out his armor to dislodge any hair that might remain. The Guardian was dead, wasn’t it? Shouldn’t the door be opening? The Trial was supposed to have five floors. Was the Keeper separating him from the others until the Trial was clear?
There was no passage to the next floor; the Trial at Bellrise only had four. Maybe he had to collect his loot first to reveal the exit. His gaze turned to the body of the Spider as he began to pull his armor back on. He wouldn’t touch the thing until the self-repair function of the Witching Hour set finished closing the gaps the armor. Cutting into the Beast was sure to throw hair up, and Trent wanted a fully covered body when that happened.
“What are you waiting for? Get to work!”
Although it seemed that while Trent wasn’t in a hurry, there were some who were.




Chapter Forty-One

“I didn’t think you were the lazy type! Who lounges in a Trial? I should revive the Guardian. That would teach you to stay on your toes!”
The voice, terse and tinny, came from above him. Trent’s eyes widened and he swallowed in surprise, but he kept his gaze ahead. There was a quality to the voice that suggested it was talking at him, rather than to him. The Keeper probably wasn’t yet aware that Trent could hear it speaking, and Trent would like to keep it that way for now.
Not flinching or reacting in any way when a small white spider with red eyes, suspended by a thread of silk, drifted in front of his face was a testament to how much Trent did not want to engage with the Keeper. He had had enough of Spiders!
“Get to cutting already!” The Keeper complained. “Do you know how long I've been waiting for this? How many compromises I made to lead you here? Of course, you don’t!” The Keeper dropped to the floor and scurried to stand in the corpse of its Guardian.
“It’s been a century since I last met the conditions for growth! At the rate you’re going, it will be another century before you get around to finishing your task. All my effort will be wasted if Fraktrilian wakes up and restores the standard settings! He is going to be extremely upset when he finds out what I've done, but it will all be worth it as long as you’re done before he catches me!”
“What does that mean? What have you done?” Trent had to know what the Spider meant. His teeth clicked as he slammed his mouth shut and tried to stop the words from coming out, but it was too late.
The Keeper, who had been busily clambering around on the slain Spider, paused as it reached the joint of one long leg. “You can hear me… That makes things even more interesting! Great things will come from this, I know it. Fraktrilian won’t chastise me when he sees the results!”
“Who is Fraktrilian?” Trent rolled the unfamiliar name off his tongue.
“Don’t say his name! You’ll wake him up! You shouldn’t even know his name!” The white Spider, hardly bigger than a pebble to begin with, scrunched down in an attempt to make itself smaller. “He’s going to be so mad.”
“Why would… he… be mad?” Trent sidestepped using the forbidden name, his curiosity drawing him closer to the Keeper.
“So many reasons.” It might have been his imagination, but Trent thought he saw the Keeper tremble. “Unsuitable obstacles, gold and equipment as rewards… that sword you've been using is enough to make him furious.”
“But it will be worth it!” The Keeper continued, a gust of air carrying the Spider from its perch to hover in front of Trent. “You’re unique! And my growth conditions are unfair! A solo clear of the fourth floor Guardian by an Adventurer under Level 20? Do you know how unlikely that is?”
Watching the Spider swirl and bob on unnatural air currents was making Trent dizzy. He held out his hand, and the Keeper landed on his palm. Once it settled there, he said, “I did it. It can’t be that unusual.”
“You are you,” The Keeper said dismissively. “Most Adventurers who come here are timid little mice like your friends. I knew you were different before you stepped into the Moonlit Forest! That was frustrating to see, let me tell you! Imagine challenging that interloper’s Trial before you even peeked into mine! Rude, really!”
The Keeper sounded hurt as it pointed at Trent with two pairs of legs. Trent cleared his throat and resisted the absurd urge to apologize. “You can tell what happens in other Trials?”
“Not all Trials, just those that are near my domain.” One leg twirled in a circle as the Keeper corrected Trent. “We Keepers trade ideas and… you shouldn’t know any of this! It borders on breaking the rules! Please, Harvest the Guardian before you get me into trouble!”
Trent suspected from what the Keeper had already said that it was too late to avoid trouble, for the Keeper at least. He set the Spider on his shoulder and drew his Harvesting knife. There had been a note of dread when the Keeper said trouble, and Trent wanted no part of whatever caused a Keeper to quiver with trepidation.
“Eyes, legs, venom sack, and silk. This isn’t your first Spider! Do you really need to use Appraisal on each little part?”
Trent did not tell the impatient Keeper that previous Spiders had not had venom sacks or that their eyes were worthless. He kept his head down, cut silently, and bit his tongue. He left the eyes for last. The unpleasant sucking sound the organs made when they popped out always made him retch a bit.
His knife paused before digging out the eighth eye. A thought had occurred to him.
“I need to get a decent spear,” he said offhandedly, tapping the tip of his knife between two empty sockets. “This fight would have been easier with a good spear. One seven or eight feet long.”
“Then make one out of the legs! You have the Skills,” The Keeper jumped down and ran circles around the leftover eye. “What are you waiting for?”
“I have Weapons Crafting,” Trent acknowledged, moving his knife farther from the last cut, which would make the Guardian’s corpse vanish. “I've learned recently that there are supplementary Skills and Spells that make Crafting more effective. Getting those would be as good as a spear.”
“Yes, I suppose it would, but that’s neither here nor…” With such a small Spider, it was hard to tell where its gaze was focused. The weight that settled on Trent’s shoulders left no doubt in his mind that he had the Keeper’s full attention. “Are you bargaining with me? And not for the first time. All that talk before, the threats to go back if you didn’t find ore or moss… that wasn’t said for the benefit of your friends. You know about Keepers. You were talking to me."
A mountain pressed down on Trent, and his legs shook as he fought to remain standing. The Keeper’s thin voice was solemn, striking at Trent’s eardrums with each word. “There are things you must not do. It’s worse for you; you have knowledge you shouldn’t. I can look past your quibbles for Quest materials. Their absence was my oversight. That being said, I am no merchant or trader. You accept what the Trial gives. There is no bargaining.”
Trent was reminded of a sign he had seen in Agatha’s shop in Al’drossford. That sign had very explicit instructions for what those who thought to haggle with the shop owner could go do. He would willingly follow those directions right now to avoid the quiet anger that pushed at him until he could feel his internal organs quaking.
“I understand,” Trent whispered hoarsely, “It won’t happen again.”
“Good!” The Keeper peeped cheerfully, tapping the final eyeball. “Let’s get this thing out of here then!”
In his rush to obey, Trent’s knife pierced the eye, ruining it and splattering goo up his arm. The Keeper didn’t care. Destroyed or removed was all the same. The corpse vanished, and the Guardian’s loot pinged off the floor as they dropped in an all too literal fashion.
Trent’s reward amounted to just a scrap of black cloth and two coins that were not even gold. One was silver and the other looked like an oversized copper. There was no spear. Trent cast a slightly resentful look at the Keeper, who had dropped to the ground with the loot. He suspected he was being punished. He wisely kept his mouth shut as he reached for the scrap of cloth.
“Press it to your cowl!” The Keeper advised as it ran figure eight patterns around the coins. “It’s an upgrade. Little stronger Defense, and the Self-Repair function. Also, a second form, a nice warm cloak which you’ll appreciate soon. The cold months are almost here. Let’s look at these coins, shall we?”
The cloth vanished when Trent touched it to his cowl. A thought changed the hood to a full-length cloak, which was a dusty gray color instead of the cowl's deep black. His mask remained. Trent was grateful for that. The hood’s defense was alright, but it was Dark Vision that made the soul-bound equipment truly valuable. Trading that in exchange for a bit of warmth would have been a losing deal, especially since he had learned to use Fire Manipulation to keep away the chill.
“When you are done playing,” the Keeper said irritably, “these coins are fascinating.”
Trent did not think tossing his cloak over his shoulders, making sure it didn’t get in the way of his weapons was playing. He didn’t argue with the Keeper, though. Changing the cloak back into a cowl, he bent down and tapped the silver coin with a finger. It was money, the least exciting drop you could get. He wasted no time looking it over and sent it straight to Storage. He humored the Keeper by using his hand instead of his foot to collect it.
When he touched the oversized copper coin to do the same, Trent received a shock, literally. His Mana wrapped around the object like it always did when he stored an item, but instead of making the coin disappear, the magic recoiled like a living thing and raced back up his arm, leaving pins and needles in its wake.
Trent picked up the palm-sized copper disc that refused to be Stored. The disc felt less like a coin and more like, “A Guild Token? Is this a Quest item?”
The Keeper snorted
derisively
at his question, an unusual sound for a speck-sized Spider. “Not a horrible guess, I suppose. Guild Tokens were modeled after objects like that. I wonder what it’s for?”
Trent didn’t care for the tone in the Keeper’s voice that indicated it knew exactly what the disc was for, and it wasn’t going to tell him. The white Spider skittered to a nearby stalagmite and climbed halfway up. “Don’t you think this indentation is the same size as the disc? I’ll bet there’s a reason for that.”
The spider climbed in circles, outlining a depression in the stone the same size as the Token Trent held. Wearily, Trent approached for a closer look. The image of a rat with a long tail lay at the center of the indentation. The picture carved into the stone had a similar looking style to the engravings on the levers from the previous floor.
Trent started to press the disc into the depression and almost dropped the copper piece when the Keeper shrieked. “Lots of Trials have Rats! Don’t be in such a hurry! I wonder what you would find if you looked around?”
Clutching the disc in his hand, Trent stepped away from the stalagmite and followed the Keeper’s vague advice. The Keeper floated behind his shoulder as Trent paced around the chamber. He alternated between wanting to swat at the Spider, whose presence pressed at him, and shivering at that very urge, which could only end with Trent being squashed.
There were twelve stalagmites and twelve depressions, each with a unique carving. A Rat, a Skeleton, and a Wolf were among the creatures Trent recognized. The Keeper identified others, such as the Goblin and the Lizard. Some were not even Beasts, but designs that represented types of Traps and puzzles. Trent knew he was supposed to pick one and had it been left up to him. he would have shoved the disc into any random hole to be done with the task. The Keeper’s commentary was all that kept him from doing so.
“Two other Trials in the area have Goblins, very over-done don’t you think…”
“Puzzles can be good. So many give up on them, though. There’s a reason why combat Trials are the most sought after.
“Slyhill has lizards. Would you like to be compared to that hole in the ground? I know I wouldn’t!
“Now this one… It would probably bring Adventurers from near and far. A completely unique Beast! A new challenge! Do you like new challenges, Trent Embra?”
After eleven disinterested and dismissive comments, Trent was compelled to take a closer look at the carving the Keeper approved of. The picture was almost crude. The face was blank, the lines of the body wavering and uncertain. The creature depicted wasn’t comparable to the skill of an artist. Trent felt a loathing for the image deep in his bones, and though he wanted to cover the carving, to hide it from sight, as much as he wanted to be finished, his fingers refused to press the disc home.
“What is it?” Trent whispered. A growl gathered at the back of his throat. He wanted to strike the Pillar, to destroy the image in front of him. 
“I don’t know.” The Keeper sounded uncertain as it answered his question. “I should, but I don’t. It is related to you somehow. Most of these choices are generic; they are available to all Trials. There is always one tailored for the person or group which meets the conditions. That’s all I can say.
“Doesn’t it sing to you?” The Keeper’s voice was soft, tempting, drifting into Trent’s ear like a lullaby. “A challenge just for you, one you won’t find anywhere else. How can you resist?”
Because it doesn’t belong! It shouldn’t exist! The image taints the air and stone; what will the creature bring? These words pounded in his head and begged to be released, but only the growl that had been building in his chest came out.
An instant before the Token in his hand clicked into place, Trent thought he saw the image in the indentation flicker and morph into an even more oppressive figure. Then the hole was filled, and the copper disc flared with a crimson light.
The ground quaked beneath his boots. Adrenaline coursed through Trent’s body, and the stone ruptured around him. Eleven stalagmites burst into dust and scattered, and the twelfth swelled and opened, revealing a staircase that spiraled downwards. Trent felt a force beckoning him, a force as soothing as a Safe Zone. So calming, Trent hardly noticed the fetid taste of mildew and rot that tainted the air or the film like mist that swirled around his feet, grasping at his ankles like the hands of the dead.
“This…” The Keeper at Trent’s shoulder jerked and spun in midair, it’s eight legs curled around its body. Briefly it grew in size, then shrunk again. The Keeper reached out a tiny limb to Trent, begging him to see what was happening. The leg shriveled, never coming near the shoulder it tried to touch.
In a daze, Trent stepped onto the stairs, his senses ringing. He never noticed the black space that opened beneath the Keeper. He never heard the Spider’s screams as it was sucked into the rotating hole. He didn’t even think to check if the entrance had reopened so that the others could join him. He was a man separated from reality as he strode into a darkness that called to him.
**********
“How long has it been?” Kerry flicked a gold coin into the air and watched it tumble as he nudged Felicia’s foot with his own.
“Since Trent left or since you last asked?” Felicia’s return motion held a lot more kick than nudge, and Kerry dropped his coin as her pointed shoes connected with his ankle. “Not long enough for the second!”
“And for the first?” Kerry slapped at the gold piece before it could roll away. “How long does it take to solo the fourth Guardian?”
“How should I know? No one capable of it sticks around Bellrise to do it. It’s a pointless act!” Felicia turned a page of the book she was studying with a little too much force and swore as it tore. “Damn fragile junk! Where did Trent get this from anyway? How does a Spell tomb get burnt like this!?”
“Don’t know.” Kerry scooted farther away from Felicia’s vengeful feet before flicking his coin into the air again. “He's alright, isn’t he?”
“He’s alive,” Felicia smoothed the torn and rumpled page as she replied in a soft tone. “As for alright?”
“You've got an awful lot of confidence in him,” Kerry muttered. “Where does that come from?”
“If he were dead…” Felicia cleared her throat. She lowered her head closer to her book and tried to make her voice matter of fact as she continued, “We’re still linked together in a party. We would know if he were…”
Felicia’s head lifted and her eyes widened. She stared at the sealed Guardian chamber in disbelief. “He did it!”
“Did what?” Kerry stopped in the middle of a toss and followed Felicia’s gaze to the door. “He beat it? How can you tell?”
“It’s obvious. You don’t pay attention at all.” Felicia ducked her head again, a blush staining her cheeks.
Kerry scratched his jaw with the gold piece. “I don’t see any changes. What do you see?”
Across the room, a pair of canine eyes glowered at the conversing pair. Dreq, like Felicia, had picked up on what Kerry had missed because like the Mage, he was studying his Status and had been since minutes after the chamber sealed itself. The sudden increase in XP was evidence that Trent had succeeded.
Dreq had never doubted that he would. Of course, Trent was going to win. The question was, why had he left Dreq behind? Leaving the human and elf pair behind was fine, but Dreq didn’t get in the way like they did. Trent should know how useful he could be! Dreq had even picked up the elusive Dexterity Attribute, a rare trait in Beasts, while battling the Spiders on this floor!
There had not been a chance to tell Trent because he had been told not to speak in front of the bumbling two-legged Adventurers. Had Trent known, would he have still left Dreq behind? He had a complete Status now; he could keep up!
Dreq stood stiffly and went to press his nose against the stone door. Trent’s scent was long gone, but the cool earth smell was still better than listening to Kerry and Felicia bicker. Dreq whined softly. He was sure Trent was in trouble, while he was stuck back here.
Dreq clawed at the door futilely. It refused to open. He laid down; his Status still open. All he could do was watch his XP and send silent good wishes along the party link. Trent had to face whatever came alone. Dreq would bear witness in a limited fashion. It was all he could do.




Chapter Forty-Two

Minor Permanent Trial has changed.
Recommended Levels 1 through 25.
Keeper will be replaced or confirmed in 6 hours.
A new floor will be open to all challengers after Keeper is determined.
Exits have been sealed until changes are complete.
5:59
5:58
5:57
The message and accompanying timer had forced their way into Trent’s vision and broken him out of his fugue. He stood at the bottom of the winding staircase with no clear memory of climbing down. Dark water dripped from the ceiling, and a dirty mist swirled around his feet. Droplets and mist clung to him where they touched, prying at his armor and surrounding him with a cold helpless feeling.
Six hours until the exits opened. What did that mean for Trent? He had received no Quest to explore the fifth floor. The staircase behind him was not sealed. There was no reason not to go back to the empty Guardian chamber above and wait out whatever was happening.
The darkness was thicker on this floor. Like diving into the water, his vision was affected. He could see, but the shadows seemed tangible, closing around him. The dripping water made puddles that splashed as he stepped in them. That was the only evidence he had that he was moving. All else was surreal, dreamlike.
Trent reached under his mask and rubbed his eyes to make sure they were open. He changed his cowl to the cloak and pulled it around him, hoping the warm material would keep out the pervasive chill in the air. When it didn’t, he returned to his cowl and brought out his sword. To some degree, the solid heft of the ugly weapon warded against the unnatural feel that was all around.
Not enough. Steel couldn’t cut shadows. There were no weapons to banish the cloyingly sweet scent that hung in the air. The sword was a comfort, though. It was provided by the Trial; therefore, it should be primed for the Trial’s challenges.
A drop of water ran down the wall. Trent watched it and saw the third floor Guardian in his mind. Like the droplet, unable to do more than slide down the wall, his sword hadn’t scratched that Beetle. He was only fooling himself by pretending he was equipped for what lay ahead.
His feet disturbed the mist and slapped in the puddles as he continued forward. Trent could have walked silently, but the splashing of his footsteps was a defiant attempt to strike back against the weighted silence. He hoped it brought something he could fight.
The thought occurred to him, and he immediately regretted it when a figure appeared. Shaped like a man yet like no human Trent had ever met. Thinner and paler than any Undead he had encountered, more insubstantial than any Beast he had seen, the creature swayed from side to side, it’s long arms swinging as it drifted forward.
Long, scraggly hair hung from its scalp but did not conceal its face. It was a face with a round mouth, full of teeth that opened and closed like the creature was chewing at the air itself. There were no eyes or nose set in the unbroken white skin that shone with an unhealthy glamour. Where the creature wasn’t covered by scraps of black cloth, visible blue veins pulsed as if something was crawling through them.
Trent drew Sorrow, and the knife quivered in his hand as the creature stalked towards him. It was the very need to fling himself at the Beast that held Trent back. It could have been a Skill of the creature, one that made his blood boil—a war between the instinct to flee and the need to attack raged in him.
Trent blinked. A hand settled on his shoulder and tightened in an almost consoling way as if the creature understood his struggle and was offering solace. Six soft fingers, white worms connected to a slug of a palm, wrapped around his arm and then, with unbelievable strength, crushed it.
Trent screamed. The creature was too close for his sword. He lashed out with Sorrow. The creature was gone. Once again, he had not seen it move. There had been a time when this lapse in his awareness had been common. Cullen, Corporal Francis, and Orion were all capable of speed that he couldn’t comprehend.
But that had been in the past. Increases in his Agility and Dexterity, along with Perception, had eliminated that weakness. Of course, there were still men and Beasts faster than him. That could only be fixed by time. However, Trent had fought Beasts stronger than he was and had not felt this overpowered. A slap to his right shoulder that sent him stumbling forward, and numbed his arm, said Trent had become overconfident. There were things his senses couldn’t detect.
Sorrow clattered to the ground as his hand spasmed. His right shoulder was nearly useless from the creature’s first attack, and as Trent whirled, his sword tried to escape his grasp. He managed to hold on, but the blade refused to rise higher than his waist, and that was due to his wrist. The rest of his arm was useless.
With two attacks, the creature had crippled his arms and now faced him, its round mouth opened in a mocking approximation of a smile. It was in no rush to finish him off. It threw back its head, a gargling noise issuing from the back of its throat. Laughter. Cruel laughter, which held too much intelligence, too much true emotion for a normal Trial Beast.
Trent was unable to reach across his body to draw Strife. Under the sightless gaze of the creature, he pulled open the drawstrings of his belt pouches. He had filled the pouches with items in preparation for his fight with the Guardian. Darts fell from fingers clumsy with pain. Vials of Health potions clicked against the ground. More vials vanished into the mist, six of them. They cracked on the stone, the sound drawing more laughter from the creature.
Trent’s boots kicked at the glass, stomping on them, crushing them underfoot as his fingers closed around one last vial and managed to hold on. He tried to lift his arm, to hurl the glass tube at the creature that came for him like a striking snake. His arm wouldn’t rise. His fingers wouldn’t unclench.
That soft, gentle hand, that bundle of unclean worms closed around his throat. Trent was lifted into the air by a strength the creature’s atrophied limb had no right possessing. Unable to pry at the fingers, Trent slapped his left hand against his captor’s shoulder, grimacing when the vial in his hand refused to break. Holding the glass with his thumb, Trent wrapped his fingers in the creature’s rags. He tried to spit out the trigger to a Charm, but the Spell wouldn’t come. His breath came in broken gasps, and the Beast squeezed rhythmically, interrupting the Charm’s short chant.
“Die for me, Shadow Hunter,” the creature demanded in a coarse, cackling voice.
“I'd…rather…“ Trent wheezed, fighting to speak, using the words to focus his mind as darkness crowded the edge of his vision, “…rather…Burn!”
Flames shrouded his body as Trent activated Heart of the Inferno. He tightened his fist, and the vial of blue bile he had palmed burst against the creature’s shoulders. Where the Beast held him, white fingers turned black. Where the bile soaked its shoulder, the alchemical reagent acted as an accelerant. Fire rushed for the creature’s face, and with an unearthly howl, it dropped Trent and slapped at the flames threatening to consume it.
Trent landed amidst broken glass that crunched under his weight. The aura of Fire that surrounded him boiled away the Health potions. The scent of evaporated restorative cleared his throbbing head somewhat, an unintended consequence.
The white-hot flames spread across the ground and licked at the creature’s body as more bile, collected from Swift Beetles, was ignited. That was intentional. However, Trent’s improvised plan was more effective than he expected. A fresh scent of spice and flowers exploded as Trent’s darts caught fire and the Elwire wood they had been made from demonstrated how it was meant to be used, to enhance and refine.
He had prepared the vials for the Spider Guardian, but that fight had gone too fast, and he had been trapped on the Beast’s back. Now, inside a fire raging from an outside accelerant, Trent remembered one of Cullen’s first lessons. Fire was unpredictable. It could be controlled, but it would always betray you if given a chance.
The creature reeled backward, screaming. Trent wanted to join it, as his fire resistance was overcome by the increasing heat, but he couldn’t find his voice. His skin blistered and cracked. The pain from his burns was almost enough to make him forget himself.
But Trent had felt this before. He grabbed hold of his sanity. Not too tightly. What came next was not for the clear-minded. Heart of the Inferno would last for thirty seconds, and he had to make use of each one.
10 Points of Strength wasn’t the surge of power it once was. It was less than a fourth of the Strength he already possessed, but it was enough for him to lift his arm, despite the crushing injury to his upper arm. It pushed him forward, contrary to the weeping of his legs. Trent snarled through the torture as he launched himself at the torch the creature had become.
Smoke seeped beneath his mask and tears ran from reddened eyes as Trent used the most barbaric techniques to hack and slice at his foe. The undulating cries of the Trial Beast were sure to bring others of its kind. Trent was beyond caring. Taking this one with him was enough. The others could chew on his bones and choke on his skin as long as this one wasn’t there to see it.
His sword rose and fell. The creature collapsed under his blows. Its screams continued, and so did Trent’s assault. He had thirty seconds and he would make every one of them count. When Heart of the Inferno ran out, Trent would be finished.
His sword smashed against stone the same instant the fire around him died. A sudden, welcoming numbness and a complete lack of energy announced that his Skill had ended. Trent fell bonelessly. Without Stamina, and with his HP still draining, he was unable to catch himself even if his arms had been capable of supporting him. He flopped against the stone, his face kissing the inside of his mask as it rattled against the floor.
Trent tried to smile at the sound of metal on rock. It was a victory song. The creature had vanished along with the slowly dying flames as their fuel was consumed. Others would come, but the first was dead. He thought he could feel the items the Beast had dropped pressing into his stomach. That was probably an illusion. Had he been able to feel anything, he would be screaming.
It was a hollow victory. The timer counting down at the top, left corner of his vision read 5:51. Less than ten minutes had passed since he entered the fifth floor, and the Trial had started its changes. He had explored twenty feet and fought one enemy. Not a stellar performance.
And fought was a strong word to use for what he had done—stupid, useless actions without purpose, serving no cause. Cullen would call Trent’s actions those of a hero. Heroes died. That was their fate.
Trent coughed weakly and tried to laugh. Cullen hid it in-between his jeering and yelling, but the truth was, the man trained heroes. Smart heroes, ones that tried to meet the standards the Sergeant set. Trent just hadn’t made the cut. That was why he had been abandoned.
No! Trent managed to lift his neck and bash his head against the ground. He had left Al’drossford a wounded animal, a boy, alone and afraid, driven by remnants of magic he could not control. He could be more than that now. He recognized that he hadn’t been abandoned; he had been forgotten. Not just by those close to him, but by the world.
He had seen it the moment the… Trent’s hands wiggled as he tried to clench them. He didn’t know what the terrifying Beast he had met outside of Bellrise was, but the second it had eaten the stone containing Fairy Cloak, the world had gotten brighter. He had seen people as people again and not betrayers and tricksters. That was when he should have turned on his heels and gone back.
Trent tasted ash as he coughed, sighed, and coughed again. Well, he had learned. He was a good learner. This lesson had sunk in too late, but he had picked up on it, and there was no regret in him.
If he had gone back, Dreq would have died in the Moonlit Forest, and Martin Vane would be alive. The Dog deserved to live, and those that broke the Truce qualified for every torment that could be devised for them. Had he gone back, Trent wouldn’t have met Kerry and the Warrior would have remained bound to a contract as harsh as the one that brought Trent into being.
He would never have met Felicia. Never learned about Beggar's Taunt or farmer’s festivals. Small matters to most maybe, though not to Trent. The Trials brought wonders and opportunities, and he wished he could see more, but there was life outside of them. If he had a regret, it was that he hadn’t found a favorite color or learned why Kerry thought he shouldn’t wear pink. Those would be strange chains of doubt to wear. He wouldn’t put them on now.
The Shadow Hunter has defeated a Cursed Foe.
Conditions to active personal Title met.
Developing Personal Trial.
Time suspended for challenger.
Prepare to enter Trial.




Chapter Forty-Three

The road leading south from Al'drossford to Bellrise was never busy in the latter part of the year. Farmers and their wagons were at home. The summer crops had already been harvested, and the fields were being prepped for those plants which could be cultivated in winter by those Farmers with a Level high enough to draw life from the frozen ground. New Awakened who wanted to study at the Bellrise Academy were already taking their entry courses, and more experienced Adventurers would be working other Dungeon towns.
This particular afternoon, one traveler had the road all to herself. The hooves of her steed pounded on the hard-packed dirt as Eliora Al’verren pushed it to greater speeds. Her silver hair and black cloak swept out behind her and a grin lit her face even as tears seeped from her eyes to fight the wind and wash away dust.
She had completed three minor Dungeons in the few weeks since coming to Al’drossford thanks to the pitch-black horse beneath her. The summoned Beast had little intelligence and no use in combat, but its speed and nimble legs made it ideal for traversing the well-kept roads. With three Dungeons behind her, discounting the major one at Al’drossford, which she was in no way ready for, only Bellrise was left.
Bellrise would also be where Eliora would have the most luck recruiting. She had kept her eyes open during her travels and met plenty of other Adventurers. All of them had been disappointing. Some would have served her purposes, but those who did already had parties to which they belonged. Parties and no ambition! They were content with small lives in safe lands. She could have joined them as a junior member, though none would join her.
Bellrise would be different. Graduates of the Academy would be looking for leadership. They wouldn’t have fallen into the rut of farming a local Dungeon for a living and would be anxious to see what the world held. All Eliora would have to do is hold up her hand and they would flock to her.
The wind bit at her reddened cheeks as Eliora’s brow furrowed into a frown at the sight of the city walls that were growing closer by the second. Pulling on the reins, she brought her mount to a halt half a mile from the gates. Dismounting with a graceful sweep of her leg, Eliora dismissed her horse, and the Beast returned to the Summon Mark located beneath her leather armor on her right shoulder.
The Beast was useful and submissive, never questioning its master. Adventurers weren’t so tame. Even uncertain rookies would require convincing. For her plan to succeed, to follow in her aunt’s footsteps, she had to be confident, in control. That wasn’t a problem in the capital. There, with a snap of her fingers, a hundred people would fall into line behind her. Here, the name Al’verren meant nothing, a fact she had enjoyed watching her brother discover. As an Adventurer, only your ability mattered.
Casting Self-Clean to banish the dust of her ride, Eliora pulled up her hood and concealed her face in its shadow. She stretched, rising up onto her toes and arching her back to limber her muscles. Her body loosened, and she let go of her doubts.
Technically, her plan resembled the actions of Lewis Al’dross more than those of her aunt. Baron Al’dross had recruited a band of companions and held his territory based on the strength of those who followed him. But there was one thing Lewis and his wife had in common.
Confidence! Confidence was what Eliora needed. The butterflies whose wings brushed at the lining of her stomach would be no help. As long as she was straightforward and honest, recruiting a handful of young Awakened was a given. Eliora was born to royalty. Leadership was in her blood.
Long legs covered the distance to Bellrise swiftly, and by the time Eliora was holding up her hand to greet one of the Guardsmen on duty, her doubts were long behind her. She smiled to herself as the young man standing at the gate returned her greeting. A professional look, polished armor, and a clean uniform lent the fresh-faced Guardsman an air of authority that his age did not.
When her city was founded, the Guardsmen would be like this. Al’dross soldiers never had the sullen looks or greedy eyes that were all too commonly seen in other territories. They took their duties seriously, and Eliora had yet to sniff out any corruption. Not to say it wasn’t there, just that Lewis Al’dross cut it away when he found it. He did not foster conniving men like many nobles she had known.
She had been taught that selfish men were easier to control. However, Eliora preferred the Al'dross method. Loyalty and pride were more reliable. It was easy to see and more pleasant to look at. She hadn’t needed to bribe a single person during her travels, and yet the roads were safe, free of bandits and thieves.
She wouldn’t have believed it possible before. Entering any other city in the Al’verren kingdom, unless she was escorted or announced herself, Eliora expected to be extorted or leered at. She would have already prepared a padded entry fee and a cold look to put the soldier in his place.
She did see an appreciating glimmer in the eyes of the gate guards as they waved her through, and they caught sight of toned legs wrapped in molded leather when her cloak parted. However, there were no demands for her to lower her hood for inspection, no creepy whistles or comments, just the shy smiles of young men and the acknowledging nods of their seniors. Tolerable, though not as flattering as the Guardsmen probably thought.
“Can you point out the Guildhall? This is my first time in…” The sensation of the world tilting interrupted the question Eliora put to the Sergeant overseeing the gate. The feeling of stumbling while standing still, of a wind without substance passing through her, caused her to nearly bite down on her tongue.
She wasn’t the only one to feel the twisting of change in the world. The Sergeant’s eyes left her and peered sharply towards a walled compound on a hill at the center of town.
“Guild is straight ahead, through the square. You can’t miss it.” The man’s face was troubled as his head turned back to her. He lifted an arm to point the way. “I imagine it will be swarming with folks soon. Just follow the crowd.”
The Sergeant seemed to recognize what had happened, and Eliora started to question him. He looked away, his body language dismissing her more clearly than words. His eyes were glued to the compound. The compound that had to contain the town’s Dungeon.
That was answer enough. Tugging her cloak around her, Eliora hurried in the direction the Sergeant had indicated, barely holding herself back from breaking into a run. There was no need. Change took time. It would be a few hours before the Dungeon was open again. She had to find a team to enter with before it did. A good team, if possible. She had never imagined she would get the chance at a first clear at a small, established place like this. Eliora didn’t intend to waste the opportunity.
**********
Few in Bellrise had actually experienced a Dungeon change before, but none mistook the disturbance for anything else. Academy classes were immediately canceled for the day. Instructors had no patience for teaching. They rushed to form parties, kicking up dust on their exit and leaving their students bewildered.
Retired and semi-retired Adventurers grabbed up their weapons and pulled on armor that had been tucked away before hustling to the Guildhall. Farmers and merchants who had once been soldiers joined them, abandoning businesses and goods without a second thought. A change meant the chance of a first clear, a life-changing event.
Every first clear was important. For an individual, the first time in a Dungeon would have better drops and more coin. That could not compare to the very first clear of a fresh or new Dungeon, a Dungeon that no one had cleared before. Gold and Skills, Attribute Crystals or Class and Profession slots, perhaps a rare Class, were all possible rewards for the first group to defeat a Guardian. Even those that had no hope of finishing the Dungeon clamored to join in. The first few days of a changed Dungeon would provide huge profits even for those who never saw a Guardian.
Eliora had to push her way through the door of the Guild. Inside, half of Bellrise already packed the limited space. Most lined up at the Questing Pillar or were hammering at the counters, shouting questions at Guild Attendants.
How long till the Dungeon was open? Had a Diviner examined the entrance yet? What were the new Level requirements? The same questions repeated over and over, and no answers were forthcoming. Attendants shouted to be heard, but all they had to say was that they did not know.
Eliora had no idea what the Adventurers expected either. It had only been ten minutes since the change had occurred. She made her way towards the less-packed common area. The Adventurers here were seated at tables making plans in hushed voices.
There was one table open, a round one with five chairs, its availability conspicuous, given how every other seat was taken. It would remain that way. Every Guild common room had a table like it. In the center, approachable from all directions and empty. You would have to be as green as saplings came to sit there. Eliora walked past the table on her way towards the bar.
She caught the sleeve of a harried-looking barmaid, carrying a tray of drinks, before the woman could disappear. “Wine please, and—"
“You'll have to wait!” The barmaid tried to jerk her arm away. “We're busy if you hadn’t noticed!”
“Wine,” Eliora continued, maintaining her hold, “aAnd a candle, green, smelling of roses.”
The barmaid’s look turned pitying. She gave Eliora a sympathetic nod and said, “No wine, shipment from Al’drossford is late. There’s a local cider that might suit you.”
Eliora agreed and the barmaid shook her head as her sleeve was released. Her free hand reached out to pat the cloaked girl’s shoulder before she went to deliver her tray, startling Eliora. Eliora repeated the encounter in her head. She was sure she had not spoken out of line. Why had the woman’s mood changed so much?
Claiming the last open space at the bar, Eliora leaned against it, her elbows brushing the arms of the patrons on either side of her. Neither glanced her way. It was a strange mentality. The center table would be left open as indefensible, but Adventurers would crowd shoulder to shoulder with strangers, all with their backs to the entrance, and no one pointed out how vulnerable that was.
It could be put down to bravado, Eliora supposed. The loudest critics of the shunned table would end up face down drunk on the floor or in a ditch, with no concern for security. Capable Adventurers avoided the seat, not out of fear, but a sense of decorum. The table was empty because it should be, not because they were worried about a knife in the back.
The barmaid set a glass and a candle in front of Eliora and took a few coppers in exchange before disappearing with another light shake of her head. Eliora watched her go with a frown. The woman’s attitude was off; Eliora just couldn’t put her finger on why.
She took a tentative sip of her cider, the crisp apple flavor surprising her with its fresh appeal. She set the glass aside and moved the candle closer. The saucer it was set on was crude, meant for hot cups not catching wax, but the candle itself was a work of art.
A glossy emerald green, bearing the imprints and carvings of bees and flowers, Eliora felt it was a shame to light it. She had seen less impressive works of art prominently displayed in the homes of minor Nobles. It was a wonder the Guild could sell these candles so cheaply. It was probably due to the popularity of enchanted lights replacing candles in everyday use, though that might not hold true. Rarity, as much as the candle’s fine craftsmanship, should drive up the price.
Eliora shook the erroneous thought away. Before she could stop herself, her fingers touched the candle’s wick and she cast Spark. The smell of spring, light and airy, filled the common room. Curious eyes turned her way and Eliora turned her body so the candle would be visible. Eyes went from the flame to her concealed face. Adventurers smirked, and a few snorted before going back to their conversations.
The candle was supposed to draw people in with its welcoming scent. It was a none-verbal invitation and an ancient tradition of the Guild. Contrary to her expectations, Eliora found the space around her opening up as people shifted away from her. Backs were turned as customers huddled over their drinks, making it clear that they would not respond to the invitation.
Not a soul stepped in her direction. The minutes passed, and Eliora kept a hopeful eye peeled. Sniggering Adventurers looked her way, careful not to meet her eye, their disdain in full view.
Unable to understand what she had done wrong, a blushing Eliora returned back to the bar and buried her face in her drink. Had her instructors been wrong? Had she chosen the wrong color? The wrong scent? What exactly had she announced to the bar?
“Green for open party and equal split? Roses meaning you’ll lead?” The arms that settled on the bar next to her were accompanied by an amused voice. “Pretty bold for a sapling.”
Without directly facing him, Eliora shifted her head, studying the owner of the heavy bass voice out of the corner of one eye. “Who are you calling sapling? My Token is Copper, and my knives are steel. You can inspect either if you'd like.”
She was rather proud of the line, and the clear way she delivered it, even if it contained a small lie. Her Token would be Copper after she completed a few Quests.
The man’s reply was less impressed by Eliora’s statement. “Tough talk. Strange to start a fight when you’re looking for party members, though. You can’t make friends with unfriendly behavior.”
Eliora swirled her half-cup of cider and said noncommittally. “From the looks I've been getting, I thought making friends was out of the question. Is that why you’re here? To make friends?”
“Now that’s whores talk.” Eliora got her first clear look at the man as her hand went for her dagger, and she angled her body towards him. Heavy armor of leather and steel complimented heavier features and a mocking grin.
“No offense, girl,” He held up his hands, not stepping back as Eliora’s knife came half out of her sheath. “Some of my best friends are whores. Just pointing out, the way you’re talkin' makes you look as green as that candle.
“Green, get it, like a sapling.” Two fingers snuffed out the candle’s light as the man continued, “No one lights a green candle or spills blood outside the pit. Not in the Guild. Not if they want to be taken seriously.”
Eliora stared at the man’s weathered face, trying to guess his age. Giving up, she looked towards the smoke drifting off the candlewick. She kept her hand on her knife. “Why have them if they aren’t meant to be used? The guidebooks say—"
“Quoting guidebooks is another way to lower folk’s opinion of you.” The man tipped the candle over with a finger. “Everyone in this room will tell you they can read, but a third are lying. Can’t decipher any written word that’s not printed on their Status, and those words they memorized.”
“That’s an exaggeration.” Eliora grabbed her glass and tossed down the rest of her cider. She pulled her hood farther over her face as she set the glass back down with a thunk. If the unwanted advice from the older man was right, she had made a perfect fool of herself.
“Might be,” the man conceded, motioning to the barmaid for two fresh drinks. “But you might be confusing those that can’t read with those that can’t think, and you would be wrong to do so. Take you, for instance. What’s your name?”
“Raven.” Eliora threw out the name she had decided to go by, watching the man’s reaction.
“Name Raven, wearing a black cloak, carrying four daggers I can see. Assassin?”
Eliora nodded unwillingly. The man’s tone wasn’t judgmental, but there was no approval there either.
“People call me Kosey, cause that’s my name. Never did come up with a fancy handle.” Kosey paused long enough to pay for the drinks and push one towards Eliora. “Now Raven, let me offer you some advice.”
Kosey was patronizing enough that Eliora’s hand settled on her dagger again. The man kept speaking as if he didn’t notice. “One, every person in this room, probably everyone in this town, has a group already. Those that don’t are outside the Dungeon right now, calling out their Class and Level, hoping someone will pick them up. You want to form a temp squad, that’s where you should be looking.
“Only there isn’t much point to that.” Kosey squinted over his cup to make sure he had her attention, and Eliora mentally added ten years to the thirty she decided he had. “No point ‘cause you want to lead. Even if the Dungeon hadn’t just changed, no one’s following a green Copper unless they’re desperate, and you don’t want those types, am I right?”
He was but damned if she had admitted it. Eliora was perfectly still, and Kosey kept talking like she had affirmed his suspicions with a resounding yes. “What I'm thinking is you and I are in similar boats. We’re both in town looking for talent, caught off guard by a Dungeon evolving under our feet.”
“You’re here looking for party members?” Eliora picked up her refilled glass and put it to her lips without drinking.
“Recruiter for a chartered company. Spend half the year here scouting,” Kosey replied. “Level 23 Shield Warrior when I'm working.”
“Are you here alone?” Eliora took a small sip and ignored the obvious hint requesting her own Level information.
“My partner is a Level 17 Marksman. He's holding a spot for us at the Dungeon entrance while I look around for lost souls to join us.” Kosey lifted an eyebrow at her. “What about you?”
“Level 10 Assassin,” Eliora said lightly.
“There’s your problem, Raven.” He only put the slightest emphasis on the name she had chosen for herself. “You need to give trust to get trust, and that was a lie.”
“Level 10 Assassin,” Eliora insisted, her hand tightened on her glass as she begrudgingly added, “And Level 10 Shadow Mage.”
“Impressive,” Kosey whistled, leaning closer, trying to peer into her hood. “Two slots, and 20 Levels. You sound young for it. Not that I’m judging. Don’t suppose you—"
“I'm not looking to sign any charter,” Eliora stepped back from Kosey’s prying eyes though she knew the enchantments in her cloak hid her features.
“Fair enough, but for one delve? I lead.” Kosey’s teeth were white compared to the dark stubble in his chin when he smiled.
“Equal shares?” It was the best offer she was going to get. Eliora didn’t like it, it didn’t match up with her plans, but she hadn’t actually expected to find a stable party the first time she stepped into the Guild at Bellrise.
“Equal split of the coin,” Kosey clarified. “Stones and equipment to those that can use them. Any leftovers sold for coin. You provide your own potions. Fair?”
Fair offer or not, Eliora found herself hesitating. Kosey seemed honest in a gruff kind of way. However, she couldn’t shake her first impression of the man who claimed his best friends were whores. Her nod, when it came, was the smallest tilt of her chin, hardly noticeable in her deep hood.
“Great!” Kosey slapped her shoulder and called for a round. “One more for the road, Raven? Then we got to go. We need to get in line early. The Dungeon is going to fill up fast once it opens. Fortunately, we have a man at the front. Stand a good chance of first clear with our Levels. How’s that strike you?”
One more round turned into three as Kosey outlined his preferred way to approach a Dungeon with the lineup they would have. Eliora stopped drinking after her second glass of cider. Her shoulders loosened as the man talked, and while a touch of unease remained, she put that down to the age difference between them.
Kosey did seem to know what he was talking about. As he drew diagrams on the bar with a finger wet with ale, Eliora started to admire his professionalism. A first clear looked quite likely if they moved as fast as Kosey planned. With a first clear of a changed Dungeon under her belt, the next time she lit a candle in the Guild, it might be her reputation more than the scent that brought people to her table.




Chapter Forty-Four

Frost-covered grass had an odd quality to it. Moonlight was absorbed as much as reflected, coating the forest floor in a shining blanket, sharp underfoot while soft and hazy to the eye. Trent knew that frost would evaporate when warm blood was splashed in it, and the added crimson never froze. By the time the blood stopped steaming, the Moonlit Forest would reset, cleaning up the ruffles of combat and restoring the pristine wilderness.
Trent was standing, not that it mattered. His body refused to move, much like it had resisted his commands when he was lying in the stone. His toes would not wiggle in his boots, any more than his neck would rotate to survey his surroundings.
Not even his eyes twitched. The scene they showed him lay directly ahead. A trail in the Forest, a path of brown edged by frosted evergreens, and at the end of the path, a Rat stood on two legs. The Wererat, with glistening fangs, sharp claws, and a whip-like tail which wrapped around its body, stood as if waiting.
Trent experienced a feeling of vertigo. He was drifting upwards, brushing past the branches of trees. His body remained below, as still as ever, but his vision was free to roam. The subtle colors of the Forest became washed-out shades of black and white. The only color left was a vibrant, glowing green, which hung over every living object.
Above the ancient, towering trees, numbers ranging from 2000 to 3000 were displayed in the cheerful color. Above the Wererat, 750 pulsed with gleefully menacing superiority. 630 drifted near Trent’s own head, the smallest number to be seen other than the minuscule 5s and 10s that decorated the grass and bushes.
630 could represent either his Health or Stamina. The two were closely related, difficult to separate. Whichever it was, Trent had always felt he had a respectable amount of both. He had felt that way ever since he had gotten the Survivalist Class. Seeing that the Wererat, the weakest creature in this Forest, had more than he did, Trent was unable to determine where his pride came from.
However, there was no time for reflection. His body began to move. He was watching from above but still felt the Elwire sword in his hands and the way his boots shifted against the earth. The Wererat moved to intercept him, its tail unwinding to be gripped in one misshapen paw.
The Rat stomped and lashed out with its tail. Trent smoothly pivoted to avoid the strike, casually slashing the tail as it whistled by him, severing it in the middle. His hands twisting on the hilt of his sword, he let out a breath and lunged forward with Long Slash, scoring a deep groove in the Rat’s arm and side.
Trent hacked at the Beast’s back as he stomped and whirled around it, avoiding claws and teeth. Had he been in control of his actions, Trent would have been thrown off by the red numbers that floated up from the wounds he inflicted.
‐10 from the severed tail.
-45 from the slash to the creature’s side.
-50 from a nick to the side of the Wererat’s overly muscular neck.
The green number above the Beast’s head declined. 740, 695, each hit reduced the number by a small amount. Then, in a rush, the number began to fall. Red drifted out from bleeding wounds. Crimson 10s tinted with silver flooded out too fast to be counted from every cut Trent had made. The Wererat collapsed in moments, letting out a shrieking squeak as it railed against the unfairness of its death.
Silver. Liquid silver imbued in the wooden blade. A deadly poison to the Moon Cursed. Was that why the secondary numbers had been tinted with a bright grey? Trent wanted to turn the blade over in his hands and tried to look down at it. He didn’t expect his body to respond, and when it did, and his vision rushed back to his eyes, he took a step back in shock.
He had returned to his original position. The Forest was once again alive with dark colors and shadows. A new Wererat replaced the vanished body of the one he had killed. Not waiting for him to recover his footing, it rushed at him with a wail.
Trent was still adjusting to his returned control. His hands were clumsy on his hilt, his feet hesitant as he met the charge. His first strike only grazed the Rat’s tail, pushing it aside when it swept towards his face. Then his hands and jaw tightened. His second slash was low, cutting at the Beast’s legs. His third hit hammered into the Rat’s back, splitting the skin and sending the Beast to the ground, its weakened leg unable to support it.
He could still see the red numbers leaping into the air as he struck for vital areas, and the Rat withered beneath his blows, flopping over in a desperate attempt to fend him off. It was a pointless struggle. How many Wererats had Trent faced with an Elwire blade in hand? He had lost count. Long after he had met the quota demanded by the Moonlit Forest, the Rats had kept coming for him, and he had kept sending them on their way. He knew where their weakness lay.
After the second Rat fell, Trent’s vision soared once again. A slightly larger Wererat replaced the one he had vanquished. He killed this one twice, as well. Once as a spectator in his body, and once as master of his own movements.
There was no time for thought between each encounter. The Rats came, and Trent killed them. Each time he was in control, he refined his movements. It was not until the fifth Rat that he realized it wasn’t Military Fencing or Basic Longsword that he was using to combat the Moon Cursed Rats. It was the unnamed Technique he had developed himself.
“The weapon is wrong.” The world froze when Trent spoke. Both he and the Rat were held in place, and a sense, as if a listening ear had been turned his way, filled him. He was surprised when the words left his mouth. There had been no need for speech before. Floating in the air above his body, he hadn’t realized he could speak. That someone might be listening was less shocking. Trials were always filled with ears and eyes.
The sword vanished from his hands, and the belt carrying Sorrow and Strife settled on his hips. His hands touched the heads of the hatchets, and Trent shook his head. “No, not for this.”
Hatchets became heavy, curved knives with bone hilts. Trent shook his head again. It still wasn’t right. They were too short. The curve was suitable for slashing, but the tips slipped when he thrust. The hilts grew longer under his fingers, and Trent drew two swords.
One was double-edged, straight, and narrow, the other more like a cleaver than a sword. The blades were short, less than two feet long. They didn’t feel as comfortable in his hands as longer blades did. He had neglected the training of Basic Small Blades. His Clever Hands Skill did not reach the heights his other abilities had, but none of that mattered.
These were the blades meant for his Technique, the Technique that had combined so many of his other Skills. Thrust, Slash, Parry, and Acrobatics, they could all be put into play with these swords, if he was good enough. Trent’s hands flexed around the hilts as that thought occurred to him.
A breeze pushed underneath his mask. The Trial had resumed. Trent lifted his swords. The Rat he had been prepared to face was gone. In its place, a Shadow Wererat crouched, its shoulders hunched as it regarded him with milky white eyes.
Stronger, more vicious and cunning than the average Were-Beast, the Shadow Rat lurked in plain sight, its tail twitching in the dirt. It was an opponent Trent had barely managed to surpass before. He felt a thrill looking at it now while realizing he would not be an observer in this fight.
Without thinking, Trent was on the balls of his feet and rushing forward. The Wererat rose from its crouch but made no move towards the Swordsman. A sneer played across its lipless mouth. It was a leader; it did not fight alone.
The sneer it wore faded as Wererats leaped out of the bushes and were cut down in an instant. The Swordsman neither looked nor slowed as his blades sliced, removing limbs and disemboweling with each stroke. A thrust with his right hand and the straight blade it held. A slash with his left, a pivot, and the Swordsman was moving faster.
The leader of the slain prepared its Shadow Lunge Skill too late. The Swordsman was on the Rat before it could channel its Mana. A thrust caused the Shadow Rat to step back, and it struck out with its tail to cover its retreat. The Swordsman flipped his body over the hairless appendage, absently cutting the tail as it passed below him. When his feet touched the ground, his left hand directed a slash at the Beast’s snarling face.
Shadow Lunge activated, and the Wererat stepped through the void to come out at the Swordsman’s back. A blade cut at its throat before it could bring its teeth to bear, drawing blood. The Beast’s paw came up, halting the blade’s progress at the cost of a clawed finger. A claw for a life, a fair trade, though not one the creature was glad to make. The Swordsman anticipated the attack like he had seen it a hundred times.
The Shadow Rat summoned more of its minions, striking out with its tail, trying to create distance between itself and the Warrior stalking it. Working for a time, it bought itself precious seconds while the Swordsman was a whirlwind of death, reaping the lives of lesser creatures. Then he came for the Rat again, and all it could do was hold him back.
It couldn’t last. The Shadow Rat lost an inch of its tail every time it struck. A paw fell to the ground, a gash opened on its side. The Swordsman was relentless in his pursuit and his blades never stopped. The Wererat used Shadow Lunge to retreat, but every time it stepped from the darkness, the Swordsman was always facing it, his mask reflecting and amplifying the pale moonlight. The thrust that sunk into the Rat’s chest stopping its heart was almost a relief.
Trent ripped the straight sword in his right hand out of the Shadow Rat as it fell. He flicked his wrist, sending steaming blood to stain the forest floor. It merged with the rest of the crimson liquid there. Puddles of the viscous fluid drenched the ground; a few more drops were hardly noticeable.
The Shadow Rat had been a minor Guardian. Battling it, Trent had increased his proficiency in Basic Small Blades and Clever Hands. The unnamed Technique had also risen a level. These were all things he could feel if he set his mind to it. There was no need to check his Status.
And Trent had other things on his mind. He closed his eyes, and the world paused.
These were the right blades, but the Technique was far from perfect. There was too much in it. There were unnecessary steps, strikes that were too deep, and they all needed to be trimmed.
It was Ocean Meets the Shore. While that Technique was undeniably powerful, Trent was lacking the weapons or expertise to employ it. Despite that, it colored everything he did. His Elwire swords, weapons he had carved personally, were lighter versions of an Al’rashian longsword. A hint of a curve on a single-edged blade, a slashing weapon which narrowed at the tip for the rare thrust; it was a difficult weapon to master. He had never intentionally meant to carve the wooden swords that way.
In the hands of a master, an Al’rashian longsword was a devastating weapon of war. Trent was no master, and he felt no shame in admitting that. He wasn’t entirely satisfied with the swords in his hands, one for thrusting, one for slashing. Still too complicated, but they would have to do. No matter how he channeled his thoughts, begging this strange Trial for a simple longsword and shield, the swords remained. He would have to adapt.
It occurred to Trent, as he opened his eyes, that if the short swords in his hands were the next form of Sorrow and Strife, he would have lost the additional damage caused by Liquid Silver. He would have to be precise without the poison’s aid. A misstep would cost him dearly.
It was too late for second thoughts. His eyes opened and he was observing again as his body attacked a grey Werewolf. He felt the sting as the Wolf’s howl ripped leather and flesh from his side. A misstep. He would have to fix that when he was in control.
**********
A black Werewolf howled as it struck the tree next to it.
-3500.
The numbers in red flashed as claws cut the timber in two and sent the ponderous trunk crashing down. Trent had seen sights like this a hundred times. Seeing it again, he expected to be numb to the display. That it could still send a shiver through him was unexpected. The 5000 in green numbers that hovered over the Werewolf’s head might have had something to do with the cold sweat that broke out from his pores.
A single hit from this Wolf would be enough to kill ten Trents. Just a graze would rip the life from him. The pathetic 630 drifting over his head was nothing to this Beast. He had just watched as an avatar was crushed in this Beast’s hands without scoring a hit. It wasn’t a comforting image to have in mind as he took control.
The Beast roared, bellowing a challenge, shaking the trees mightily. Trent drew his swords, his palms sweaty inside his gloves. The black Wolf, twice as large as any Trent had seen took a step forward, lowering its muzzle and snapping at the air. Seeing Trent stand still, it reached down and ripped a tree, ten feet tall, from the ground.
Trent ducked into the Forest as the Werewolf hurled the tree at where he had been standing. The cracking of limbs and splintering of wood sounded behind him as he sprinted through the Forest. The sound was initially caused by the tree trunk hitting the path, but when the Werewolf realized Trent wasn’t coming to face it, fresh branches were snapped as it howled in pursuit.
The Beast is massive. Confine its bulk in the trees. No shield. Use the Forest as a substitute. A blow or Skill that lands on a trunk is one that is not taking his head. These were the thoughts that flashed through his mind as Trent spun in the direction of the approaching Beast. He flung himself out of the way as an arm as thick as his torso swung for him.
Like he had thought, the trees sheltered him and slowed his enemy. Trent darted forward, cutting at an arm, and thrusting towards a chest covered in fur dense enough to be called armor. A broken tree trunk fell, striking the Wolf’s shoulder. The Beast shrugged it off, staggering backward under the weight. Trent sliced at the Werewolf’s legs, then dodged the falling tree himself, leaping on top of it to run away along its length.
He had gotten three hits in before retreating, but the red -9, -12, and -7 that popped up under his blades was discouraging. In the face of the green 5000, it was nothing. His thrust had sunk three inches into the Beast’s chest. On a man, that would have penetrated an internal organ. On the Werewolf, Trent hadn’t even cut through the outer muscle.
A game of cat and mouse ensued. The mouse used his teeth when he was able, but mostly, he ran. The cat had bigger teeth and never seemed to feel the mouse’s bites. Lacking a convenient hole to hide in, Trent would be at the mercy of the cat’s claws the moment his feet failed him.
It was frustrating. Time passed uncertainly, but Trent had defeated an unknowable number of Beasts in this Trial. He fought without sleep, without feeling the need to sleep or eat, and without end. 1 on 1, 5 to 1, 10 to 1, his foes increased, and he defeated them. He would defeat this one as well. Somehow.
A wall of trees brought Trent skidding to a halt. He flung himself into a roll as the Werewolf, hot on his trail, extended its black claws at his back. Trent came to his feet, ready to Dodge falling trees and dart through the hole the Werewolf created. Sparks flew as claws connected with wood. The trees stood unwavering. Drool leaked from the Werewolf’s jaws as it slowly turned its head and cocked it to the side.
Trent’s shoulders sagged. Sparks were not the result he was looking for. Neither was the unbroken circle of trees that now surrounded him in a tight confining wall. Hadn’t he run here to inhibit the Beast? Why was the Trial turning on him?
A circular room with no exit. A Beast too large, too fierce, and too intelligent for a single person to handle. This was a Guardian. A real one. Not a piddling Shadow Rat. Perhaps it wasn’t a Dire Bear, a Beast which by all rights should be faced by a group of thirty well-armed Adventurers, but it was more than should be confronted by a single Level 14 boy.
Maybe Terah’s Gift had matured. Poison was an excellent way to deal with impossible creatures. If it were possible, Trent would have risked diverting his attention to check the herbs growing in his Storage. The hitch was, Storage could not be opened. He had tried previously, and the space that housed all his miscellaneous equipment was inaccessible. He hadn’t known that was possible.
He didn’t even have his pouches with his darts. All this Trial allowed him were the weapons in his hands, and since he had switched to the two short swords, no other substitutions had been allowed. Had he known things would go that way, he would have put more thought into his choices.
The Werewolf, standing twice as tall as Trent, huffed in a mocking growl. Its movements were slow and measured as it turned square on its trapped prey. A light of understanding lit its white eyes. Its knuckles rested on the earth as it leaned forward and sprayed spittle at Trent as it roared.
Trent reversed the curved blade in his left hand and held the straight blade out in front at shoulder height. He growled back at the Beast, swallowing his fear and burying it. He couldn’t run? That was fine! He had cut the Beast, and it had yet to touch him. He would cut it a thousand times if that were what it took. He would bleed the thrice-damned monster and leave it on the Forest floor to burn under the moon's curse!
He knew its Skills. He had faced them in other Beasts. A howl to paralyze, a howl to rend flesh, a red light that surrounded the claws and withered all that came near it. Maybe there were others, but Trent had grown used to watching for and responding to the attacks of the Moon Cursed. He was not afraid!
There was a moment of uneasy silence. Then as the Beast started lifting an arm to swat the bug-like Swordsman, Trent surged forward. Ducking between the creature’s legs, he hacked at an ankle and stabbed into a thigh. His feet brushed against the grass, never stopping. His hands painted a picture of pain, rage, and helplessness that belonged to him as much as the Beast. He met snarl for snarl while dodging trampling feet and crushing paws.
Trent cut a long gash on the Wolf’s jaw when it snapped at him and struck a fang with the hilt of his sword. The tooth broke, and the Beast lifted its head in agony, momentarily forgetting the cause of its indignity. Trent also stuttered to a halt, stunned by the results of what was an instinctive strike.
A glow, white and cleansing, surrounded his sword when he struck the Wolf’s fang. Trent had not engaged a Skill or channeled a Spell through his blade, but he had felt the drain to both his Stamina and Mana. He just didn’t know why. The purifying effect of the blow had come from… the unnamed Technique? But how?
There was no time for thought. An answer came to him in a half-remembered conversation. A conversation about Ocean Meets the Shore. Every third… and fifth?... strike using that method of attack was powered. That seemed right; it clicked with the knowledge of that Skill, though it wasn’t a complete understanding. Did his own Technique have a similar function? Trent had been using Skilled Strikes often, limiting them as his Stamina decreased.
The Werewolf’s attention fell back onto him, and Trent was in motion again, not activating any Skill other than Dodge and Dash, which he needed to stay ahead of the giant Wolf. He thought of nothing but his swords. He connected with them, felt them slice the Beast’s hide, and tried to communicate with them. The swirling and stomping of the Wolf became the drumbeat that guided his dance. He found the state that he had tried to recapture after the Burning, and it spoke to him of the unnamed.
-8
-14
-350
The glow shone off the blade of the sword in his left hand. It bit deeply into the creature’s thigh, and the Werewolf staggered back, screaming. The straight sword in his right hand lit up, and Trent thrust at the Beast’s groin.
-425
Red, flashing like a warning flare, brighter than ever before, drifted from the wound as Trent scored a hit on a critical area with a powered thrust. Trent was thrown to the ground as a leg brushed against him, but it was no attack. The Werewolf howled in wretched disbelief as it sank to its knees.
Trent scrambled upright. His Stamina and Mana were half depleted from the two strikes. That worried him. He had enough for two more hits and no potions to restore what he spent. The Wolf had over 3000 HP left. Too much for Trent to drain.
Then he saw it.
-50
-50
The two wounds he had dealt the Beast bled freely, and continued to sap the creatures HP. The knowledge was there in his head. The powered strikes of his Technique contained the effects of Bloodletting and the purification of Heart of the Inferno. It was a devastating attack against the Cursed and the Undead. Both were prey of the Shadow Hunter, and now Trent had the weapons to fight them!
Trent scraped his blades together and rolled his shoulders. It was time to end this. Unfortunately, the Wolf had the same idea.
Howling, it forced itself to its feet, the moonlight washed over it, and the Werewolf began to shrink. Muscles convulsed as they folded in on themselves. Grunts of pain and anger burst from the Beast as it turned to face Trent, heedless of the blood that soaked its legs.
Smaller didn’t mean less dangerous, though. The gleam in Trent’s eyes matched the Beast’s in intensity, and resolve could be seen in the set of his shoulders. He rolled his tongue to moisten his mouth which had gone dry, but he didn’t back away.
The Guardian was the size of an average black Werewolf now, but its speed and precision were much greater. Trent’s eyes were hardly able to keep up with the Wolf’s claws. Using instincts that he had learned to trust, his body maneuvered quickly out of reach, claws passing within a fraction of an inch of his torso. Teeth snapped next to his ear. For a time, the Wolf held the advantage, pressing Trent and forcing him back.
The stomp that crushed the Beast’s instep and the hilt strike that thudded against its chest, breaking its momentum and forcing it back, were attacks from Military Fencing. Trent used them in desperation, too overwhelmed to bring a more elegant style to play. The Beast’s grimace as it fell back was a gift to Trent’s eyes.
Smaller, faster, more precise, and apparently, less durable, the creature had traded Constitution for Agility. Trent tested his theory with a follow up strike. The red -75 that appeared caused him to bark in coughing laughter. The Werewolf would not be regaining dominance after that.
At first, Military Fencing continued to influence his swordplay. Elbows and kicks drove the Beast back, and Trent kept close, battering the creature with his body and hilts as much as he cut with the edges of his blades. Trent delivered a head-butt to the end of its snout, causing the Wolf’s eyes to tear. With space and time to adapt, Trent switched back to his original style.
The Wolf learned to dread the appearance of the white flash before it fell. The burning slashes and thrusts sucked the life from it in unmerciful bursts, drawing humanlike screams from its animal muzzle. Trent couldn’t use them often, but when his energy allowed, he struck for 500 to 600 Damage. With his average strikes doing nearly 100, and the Werewolf always caught in its back foot, Trent paid it back for the panic he had felt when he first saw it.
The slash that tore open the Werewolf’s body was overkill. The Beast doubled over Trent’s blade as he stepped to the side and hacked deep into its belly. The green health indicator above its head vanished, and it slipped to the ground. Dead.
Trent’s chest heaved as he stared skyward. His hands were empty, his blades disappearing as the Guardian ceased to exist. He pushed his mask up and stared at the full moon with naked eyes. Her approval shone down on him. He had learned what it meant to be a Shadow Hunter.
Not one who stalked in the dark but one who confronted that which hid there. The Cursed, the Undead, soulless Beasts that haunted the World, Awakened that had lost their reason and conscience. It was part of the answer to a question Trent had had since acquiring the title.
You may now name your created Skill.
A voice carried on the wind reached Trent, urging him to do what his Status had asked of him so long ago. It informed him that it was his right, the first time the unnamed Technique showed up amongst his Skills. Staring at the somber moon, Trent spoke in a rusty voice.
“It’s called, Moonlight Banishes Shadows.”




Chapter Forty-Five

Trent lowered his cowl and wiped sweat from his forehead. The trees that hemmed him in were gone. The moon was sinking behind a mountain, and he expected to feel dawn’s light warm his face, but the sun never came. He stood in a clearing, a valley, surrounded by majestic peaks. This wasn’t the Moonlit Forest! He saw the flickering of a campfire and moved towards it.
His feet found themselves walking on stone. Trent stopped and pulled his cowl up, tugging his mask into place in order to study his surroundings with the aid of Dark Vision. Looking at the walkway under his feet, he observed that not one paving stone matched another in color or size. Up close, it was a random mess. Trent turned and faced the mountains again.
The peak he picked out wasn’t grander than any other. Even with Far Sight, Trent was unable to make out the viewing platform he knew was there. He did not have to climb the mountain to confirm it. It was a fact, ingrained in him, not to be questioned.
If you stood on that platform at dawn and looked down, the sun would illuminate the whole valley. Rays of light would reveal a hundred walkways like the one Trent stood on. Viewed from on high, the walkways would form a pattern, a mural. As the sun traveled across the sky, hitting the stone from different angles, the pictures would change. A day on the peak, a lifetime shown on the valley floor, that was the way it was.
“Whose life?” Trent mumbled to himself. He should know the answer. It was there, caged in his mind, broken into pieces, but those pieces refused to come together.
Trent turned away from the peak and his uncertainty. The campfire in the distance still flickered, beckoning him, and Trent let it draw him forward. He walked through the dark, and when he came within range of the campfire, he paused.
He had thought he was in the Moonlit Forest. Even realizing he wasn’t, Trent still expected to find a white-haired man with wolfish features waiting for him at the end of the path.
What he actually found was a brown-haired Al’rashian, sitting on a log, poking at the fire with a long stick. The man’s face was scarred and weathered. He was dressed in armor made of close-fitting leather covered in dark steel plates. A sword was resting across his thighs, and his free hand laid on it as if he were comforting the blade.
His eyes were like Ranar’s, solid orbs without pupil or white. However, this man's eyes were not the silver of the traveling merchant Trent had met. Trent reached under his mask and rubbed at the corner of his own violet eyes, the same color as the man’s at the fire.
“I know you,” Trent said, stepping closer. “I know this place.”
“I should hope so,” the man smiled warmly and lifted an eyebrow. “Come talk with me.”
“Your name is…" Trent took another step forward. The man’s voice was kind, and Trent felt an unspoken connection with him. That connection shuddered when the man raised his hand from his sword and grimaced. “The Sword Ghost.”
The white scars on the man’s cheeks deepened as he frowned. “Ghost for short. I gave up my name long ago. Leave it to you to remember it.”
“Names are important.” Trent met Ghost's frown with one of his own. “You can’t toss them aside.”
“So you said at the time.” Ghost's face softened into a rueful grin. “I still did, though. All the original Dusk Wraiths did. We thought to honor Al’rashia with our sacrifice. You called us fools.”
Short logs lay in a circle around the fire, and Trent sat on one, across from Ghost. “I know you, but we’ve never met.”
“I've never met Trent Embra,” Ghost clarified, “but you and I are old friends.
“It is strange, being here as your guide.” Ghost stirred the fire with his stick, pushing rounds of firewood closer to the center of the flames. “I never thought there would come a time when you would need me to show you the way.”
Ghost spoke quietly, softly, but steadily, never giving Trent a chance to interrupt with the stream of questions that filled him. “Trent Embra. I would have expected you to come as a Dross. You admired the Embras. Their fire and refusal to compromise was the backbone of the Clans. It was the Dross you favored though, for their foresight and resolve.”
“Who am I?” Trent leaned forward, tossing the question at Ghost like he would a dart.
Ghost merely shook his head. “Trent Embra. You know that. As for who you were, it’s not my place to say.”
Ghost tossed his stick into the fire and looked at Trent’s masked face. “Do you know where we are?”
“I know there’s a creek flowing a mile to the east of here,” Trent replied without thinking, “and an aspen grove three miles west. I know that if you travel to the mountains in the north, you’ll find a mine and valleys full of rare herbs. That’s all. Why I know, the name of this place, those won’t come.”
“I see.” Ghost stroked the blade of his sword. “Or rather I don’t. I'm a guide, not a Keeper. I can’t see through you like they can. Hints of what you might become, of what you’ve been through, hang all about you, and I am supposed to advise you, but I can’t.
“How ridiculous is that anyway?” Ghost slapped his thigh and laughed freely “Me advise you? As if you need it. From what I can see, the best decisions you’ve made were contrary to advice you were given. Walking into a Trial of Perseverance, choosing an Advanced Class at Level 1, fighting a Hill Troll, and chasing a Truce Breaker into the den of a Dire Bear. Insane actions, all of them, made instinctively.
“So no advice,” Ghost continued, “but maybe a little clarity.”
Trent stirred anxiously at that word, clarity. Hearing it, he felt an ache in his chest. Ghost kept speaking despite the way Trent drew back.
“This is a sacred place for Al’rashians.” Ghost set both hands on his sword, squeezing lightly, heedless of the razor-sharp blade. “There shouldn’t be a fire here. It’s only fitting because you've activated the Shadow Hunter title. You should be allowed the warmth when you have the chance.
“People of all races have always gathered around the fire at night. Strange really. Fire is destructive, and the dark can hide you. Always we cling to the former and fear the latter.” Ghost spoke randomly as he gathered his thoughts.
“Civilization they call it. Aldren Dross built the Al’rashian civilization. Long before the Awakening, he gathered the Clans. We were semi-nomadic before Aldren. Hunters and wanderers, we had no great cities or monuments. The Clans hardly admitted they were related to one another.
“It was Elven pride that forced Aldren to bring us together.” Ghost cleared his throat and spat. “Always comes back to Elven pride, though they have cause to be proud. They weren’t the first, but they found greatness and unity while the rest of us were struggling to survive. Aldren learned a great deal from the Elves. He studied architecture at their universities. He learned warfare and leadership under their tutelage. Then he brought it all back and used that knowledge to keep them from nibbling at our borders.
“He was a great man, Aldren Dross,” Ghost whispered. He threw out his arms and gestured at the valley around him. “This place is his memorial. Watch from dawn till dusk, and you'll see his life played out. You'll see him anointed king, and his eyes turn gold. You can watch him fight on the borders and drive back our enemies. You can witness the beginnings of our first cities. Lastly, you'll watch as he is murdered by his own son for the sin of declaring that only the Spirit of Al’rashia could name his successor.”
“What does that have to do with Shadow Hunters?” Trent had to ask as Ghost trailed off.
“Because Aldren knew,” Ghost took up his sword with a flourish and with both hands drove the tip into the soil, “a society may huddle around the fire, but without Warriors walking in the night, it cannot last.
“Shadow Hunters are not holy Warriors like Paladins or Church Knights.” Ghost gripped his pommel until his knuckles turned white. “They are nature’s answer to the cursed and the damned, and there are never enough. Mostly they die young, dirty, with none to mourn their passing.”
“That’s… good to hear.” Trent leaned back from the intensity in Ghost’s eyes and the jumbled mess he spewed. “Something to look forward too.”
“Isn’t it, though?” Ghost chuckled, his fingers slipped from pommel to crossguard and hung there. The fire burned lower, and Ghost’s expression was hidden in darkness. “You have one advantage over other Hunters. You’re a Survivalist.”
Reaching down, Ghost picked up a bundle at his feet. “The history of Survivalists has become as muddled as all legends. Our story started with Endurance, the only requirement of the Class. The ability to endure will see you through most things.”
In the fading light, Trent couldn’t make out what Ghost held, and he was tempted to get up and look, but Ghost’s words held him in place.
“Survivalists began with Sorrow and Strife.” Trent felt a jolt as the names of his knives were mentioned. “They were the first weapons I used when we left the mountains. I was always better with a bow, but I learned. Had to. Elven Rangers put my marksmanship to shame. Since we had to be close to face them, hatchets and knives were good for that.
“Sorrow and Strife were just a beginning. Blood and Ash made us what we were. Men swear by those because they’re an ending. Hopefully, for you, the ending is for someone else. It was good to see you again… Trent Embra. I hope I made you proud. Don’t forget, not all advice is good advice. Sometimes, you know yourself best.”
When the bundle was tossed at him, Trent’s hands were up, checking to make sure his mask was still in place. The night was getting thicker, and Dark Vision was no help against its encroachment. He caught the bundle as the last of the light faded, and his arms sagged under the weight.
Then everything went dark. The Trial had ended.
**********
“Blood and Ash,” Trent groaned. They were good words. On Trent’s lips, they were more a prayer than a curse. An ending sounded perfect at the moment.
Pain was easy to deal with when you saw it coming. Sudden, unexpected pain, not so much. Trent didn’t know how long his personal Trial had lasted. but it was long enough that he forgot his injuries. The wounds he had suffered while fighting in the Forest had sealed after each Beast was defeated. The throbbing that struck him from every angle now let him know that whatever had just happened to him, it hadn’t brought healing along with it.
His legs were burned, the skin on his shins and calves tight when he tried to move them. His arms refused to lift him off the ground. One arm and shoulder cracked, possibly broken, the other numb for unknown reasons, Trent was as helpless as he had been…
5:50
The countdown in his Status said less than a minute had passed. It had certainly seemed like more time had gone by. Trent was smart enough not to argue with his Status. Ten minutes since he had put the Token in place and entered a fresh layer of the Trial. One or two minutes since he had used Heart of the Inferno to eke out a victory against a stronger opponent.
Not enough time for his Stamina to recover, and he noted his Mana was draining instead of recovering as the Self-Repair Charm on his armor sapped it. Had he been able to move his arms, they would have trembled too much to lift him. He waited for his empty reserves to fill, and with a groan, flipped onto his back. His numb left arm flopped, and his right shoulder objected with piercing agony as he rolled over it.
Trent stared at the ceiling and considered his options. His Health potions were gone, the glass vials that once contained the healing liquid crunching beneath him as he shifted. They wouldn’t have done much for the bones of his shoulder anyway, though they might have helped with the numbness. He suspected that was caused by a venom or toxin. An antidote would be better, but a Health restorative could blunt the effects.
Not an option now. What did that leave him with? The Wild Garlic in his Storage was ready to be picked. Getting it to his mouth would be the problem there, and its benefits were minimal on its own. Ghost had said he didn’t need any advice. Trent disagreed.
He wished someone had told him how he could have prevented this situation. Act on his instincts? His instincts wanted him to curl up in a ball and go to sleep.
Not all advice is good advice. Sometimes you know yourself best.
What did that even mean? What advice should he ignore?
The questions prompted Trent to act, and he found himself opening his Status and staring at his Classes. Swordsman and Survivalist, Trent read the words, and his eyes passed over them and concentrated on the 5 open slots for additional Classes.
A voice whispered to him not to do it. You shouldn’t choose a new Class until you've reached a point where you are stuck, either by the amount of XP necessary to level or a requirement you can’t meet.
But why have so many unfilled Class Slots?
Trent channeled 500 XP into an open slot. If he couldn’t move and he was likely to die, what would it hurt to see what was available?
Dozens of choices! Most of them Trent had never heard of. Would Earth Warden bring a healing Skill with it? Charm Specialist probably wouldn’t. Charms were amazing, but the changes they made were small. Maybe Poisoner came with poison resistance that would cleanse the venom from his veins and return control of his left arm.
What he did know was that he had thirteen thousand XP. More than enough to level Swordsman or Survivalist once, or…
Trent thought it and acted. Mage, Archer, Rogue, and Warrior, all Basic Classes, all costing 500 XP, added themselves to his Status. The one Basic Class that might have made a difference in his situation, Healer, wasn’t available. That was odd. He was sure it had been at one time, but he didn’t dwell on it.
16 Free Attribute Points for four levels up, and Trent was done. He leveled each Class once with 4,000 XP. He was able to add one more Level to Mage, Rogue, and Warrior before he was left with 1,000 XP. It was enough for another Class, but his only choices were Specialized. Those brought Skills and also came with restraints.
As a Swordsman, Trent had difficulty learning to use a Spear. A pure Warrior wouldn’t. Trent hadn’t gained any lifesaving Skills with his new Basic Classes. However, he now had a foundation on which anything could be built. As for Skills…
Free Skill Points should be treasured. They should be saved and spent on rare Abilities, Spells, and Skills you can’t get anywhere else.
That was one line of advice Trent threw away without blinking. The list of Skills came up as he concentrated on his Skill Points. Hundreds of lines of text greeted him. Trent shoved down the urge to look for Swordborn, the Ability he had been saving up for and which was still far outside his reach. He had 11 Skill Points and somewhere in this jungle of words was the solution to his problem.
But what? A Spell? He was a Mage now; the perk of that Class was that Mana requirements for Spells would be reduced. Cleanse might cure his numbness. It wasn’t as effective in the hands of a Mage as it would be under the guidance of a Healer, and for 1 point, it probably wouldn’t be very powerful. Trent kept looking.
He concentrated on Abilities and looked deeper into the list. Finally, his eyes shone when he found Major Regeneration. The cost of 20 Points caused his held breath to leak out in a sigh. But where there was a Major Ability…
Regeneration: 10 Points
Minor Regeneration: 5 Points
Nearly half his Points or almost all? With 6 Points left, he would be able to purchase at least two more Skills. It never crossed his mind to save them. Once he started spending, Trent had an almost frantic need to spend it all.
He chose Minor Regeneration, and started searching for his next pick. The creak and grind of his shoulder as bones ground together and popped into place stopped him. The tingling sensation of a thousand ants crawling beneath the skin of his legs, chewing at the torn and blistered flesh, made him suck in air violently. The feeling of acid gathering in the veins of his arm and forcing its way out of his pores had him biting his tongue to keep a scream from drawing Beasts to where he lay immobile.
The process was slow. Trent had no trouble keeping track of the time. The countdown for the Trial kept him well informed as the seconds trickled by. Five minutes and the ants left his legs. Ten minutes before he regained control of his left arm, and the burning ceased.
He pushed himself up into a sitting position and scrambled to set his back against the wall. His right shoulder continued to grind with glacial slowness. Gritting his teeth, Trent brought the Skill list back up, trying to focus on it.
1 point for the Spell Firebolt. A ranged attack and no need for studying.
3 Points for the Skill Silent Casting. That was the impulse buy Trent almost regretted. Using the Level 1 Silent Casting increased the cost of Spells so much that it negated the effects of his Mage Class. Worse, once knowledge of the Skill placed itself in his mind, he realized it was one that could be learned with practice. It merely internalized the chant necessary for shaping Mana.
The regret was enough for Trent to decide to save his last 2 Points. He closed the Skill list and went over his Status.
	Name: Trent Embra

	Age: 13

	Race: Al’rashian


	Level: 21
Sub Level: 5

	Class: Survivalist Level 3
Class: Swordsman Level 11
Class: Mage Level 2
Class: Warrior level 2
Class: Archer Level 1
Class: Rogue Level 2

	Profession: Miner Level 3
Profession: Herbalist Level 2


	Health: 675

	Stamina: 675

	Mana: 130


	Strength: 43

	Agility: 37

	Dexterity: 42


	Constitution: 15

	Endurance: 3

	Intelligence: 13


	Perception: 2

	Wisdom: 17

	

	
	Free Attribute Points: 28

	Free Skill Points: 2





	
	Skills

	

	Unarmed Combat Level 2

	Basic Small blades Level 7

	Basic Shield Level 1


	Basic Longsword Level 10/max

	Thrust Level 6

	Triple Slash Level 3


	Chop Level 8

	Long Slash Level 7

	Basic Archery Level 1


	Disarm Trap level 1

	Create Traps Level 4

	Detect Traps Level 3


	Tracking level 6

	Dash Level 10/max

	Dodge Level 6


	Mining Level 1

	Appraisal Level 1

	Identify Level 5


	Herbalism Level 6

	Harvesting Level 5

	Armor Crafting Level 1


	Riding Level 2

	Animal care Level 1

	Mana Control Level 1


	Stealth Level 3

	Camouflage Level 3

	Mana Manipulation Level 1


	Throwing Level 5

	Climb Level 1

	Ocean Meets the Shore Level 1


	Three Steps Level 5

	Acrobatics Level 2

	Steady Footing Level 3


	Military Fencing Level 1

	Block Level 1

	Parry Level 1


	Disarm Level 1

	Leadership Level 3

	Weapons Crafting Level 3


	Sewing Level 1

	Light Armor Level 1

	Flash Strike Level 1


	Enhanced Jump Level 1

	Arrows Flight Level 1

	Bloodletting Level 3


	Spear Level 10/max

	Basic Spear Level 1

	Create Arrow Level 1


	Free Diving Level 1

	Triple Shot Level 1

	Clever Hands Level 3


	Moonlight Banishes Shadows Level 2

	Silent Casting Level 1

	

	
	Abilities

	

	Map

	Storage Level 5

	Heart of the Inferno


	Fire Manipulation Level 3

	Far Sight Level 2

	Earth Manipulation Level 1


	Minor Regeneration Level 1

	
	

	
	Spells

	

	Spark/Charm Level 4

	Ember/Charm Level 1

	Spirit Flame/Charm Level 1


	Self-Clean/Charm Level 4

	Dust/Charm Level 1

	Balm/Charm Level 1


	Mend Level 1

	Prepare Hides/Charm Level 6

	Firebolt/tier-one Level 1




He was a year older. That must have happened in his Personal Trial. Time had been suspended for Trent, and yet he still aged. He wondered how that worked.
Several of his Skills had also leveled on that place, and with those levels, his Attributes had increased. With the 28 Free Attribute Points he had to spend, Trent would walk out of this Trial with a lot more growth than he ever expected.
He was Level 21 now. A higher Level than Kirstin had been when she first saw him and spit with disappointment. What would she think of his Status now?
Maybe later that thought would gain traction in Trent’s mind. Right now, he couldn’t care less. It was an abstract idea that was absolutely no help.
Trent closed his Status without increasing his Attributes. As much as he wanted to add to his Constitution, his shoulder was still healing. It was not the best time to apply serious physical changes to his body. Leaning against the wall and clawing with his left hand, Trent stood up.
He turned towards the staircase that led back to the fourth floor. He was still in no condition to fight. It was time to leave this place.
The eyeball, as large as his head, black as night and unblinking, that shoved itself into his face seemed to disagree with him.




Chapter Forty-Six

Trent shouted a snorting, coughing exclamation as he swatted at the curious orb in front of him and stumbled backward. The eye retreated, and a sucking noise could be heard as it retracted. It shrank as it whizzed back until it was a normal-sized eyeball, ticking back and forth in the air, a few feet away from him.
Size was the only thing Trent could see that was normal about the eye and its owner. The eye had two companions that waved about on stalks eight inches long. A nose that was just as long, more snout or trunk than what Trent was used to seeing, hid an oval mouth and complimented the eyestalks. Trent didn’t know what to call the creature he was looking at.
Drooping lips and sagging skin, a body that wobbled and stretched while standing still, seven limbs that could be arms or legs depending on where you were standing, the creature was a mishmash of parts. It would have been terrifying had it been taller, but at three feet from toes to top of eyestalks the thing was almost cute, in a hairless and hideous sort of way.
“Trial restructuring,” Whatever it was, the thing spoke in an emotionless voice that rumbled with authority, completely unlike the peeping noise Trent expected to hear from such a creature. “Keeper is incapacitated. Conditions to evolve have been met. Studying current layout.”
Trent stood still and kept his hands as far away from his weapons as his aching shoulder would allow. Two of the creature’s eyes bobbed up and down, while the third circled in place. All seemed focused on Trent. He cleared his throat to speak but was at a loss for words. The creature was not so stymied.
“First floor… acceptable. Second floor… unreasonable challenges detected, adjusting. Third floor… unacceptable. Restructuring. Fourth floor… mostly acceptable. Adding Traps and secondary tunnels to increase difficulty. Fifth floor… acceptable for current challenger. Will reassess once Trial has been cleared or failed.”
Trent’s shoulder popped loudly, causing him to wince, and an eye to enlarge as it extended to view him more closely.
“Determined that Keeper has used greed to lure an appropriate challenger and fear to discourage companions. This is within the rules. Detecting entry to fourth floor Guardian room has been modified to prevent all but one from entering. Unacceptable.” The eyeball slurped back to its smaller size and briefly became entangled with the other two. “Keeper’s success and subsequent incapacitation judged to be suitable explanation and punishment. This must not happen again.”
The hallway grew quiet as the creature’s voice faded after its pronouncement. Trent took a careful step to the side and sought to step past the creature towards the exit. The eyes followed him.
“Can I go now?” Trent kept his voice polite. It did not take a genius to figure out that he was looking at a Trial Spirit, or that the Spirit had appeared because it wanted something. Manners were called for.
“Trial incomplete. Exits have been sealed. Respawning of Beasts on prior floors suspended until current situation is resolved with Keeper’s return or replacement.”
Trent thought that was good news. No respawning meant he could sit in the fourth floor Guardian room for the next five hours and thirty minutes without worry. He could take a rest, eat, and sleep while his arm repaired itself. He had no Quest and was under no obligation to finish the fifth floor. He was supposed to be able to leave whenever he wanted!
“Trial will become dark if not completed,” sensing his hesitation, the Spirit continued in its monotone voice. “Current Keeper will be replaced by demonic entity. Trial’s difficulty will subsequently soar.”
“That isn’t a bad thing,” Trent offered cautiously. “A harder Trial means more XP, greater rewards.”
The Spirit’s eyes pulled in close to its scalp and grew wide. “A dark Trial evolves through death. Many will die. The new Keeper will see to it.”
“People risk death in all Trials.” Trent had never heard of a dark Trial before, but Kerry had nearly perished on the second floor, eaten by ants. He and Felicia would have been cut in half had Trent not warned them to lay flat when the Ants came.
“Many will die.” For the first time, emotion seeped into the Spirit’s voice. Its trunk extended, wrapping around its head, and covering its eyes, reminding Trent of the pink scarf in his Storage. “Many will die, starting with current Keeper. Requesting Shadow Hunter finish what he started.”
“I started?” Trent had been on the verge of giving in. The Spirit was too pitiful, hunched in on itself and begging. Then the blame came, and Trent lost all sympathy for the manipulating wretch.
“I started?” He repeated, slapping his hand against the wall. It was his right hand. The motion jarred his still-healing shoulder and did nothing for Trent’s mood.
“I would have stuffed the bleeding Token into the Rat hole and been done with it,” he shouted, stepping towards the Spirit with a growl, heedless of the fact that the huddled, wobbling thing was capable of crumbling the walls around him. “It was your Keeper who pushed for this. The Spider didn’t want Rats or Goblins. It wanted to be unique!”
“She, not it.” The Spirit trembled and pushed one eyestalk out from the covering of its trunk to peer plaintively. “She is young. Not even a thousand years old. The young make mistakes… please. Please finish the Trial.”
“She? Young? I'm barely thirteen! Why is it my responsibility?” The Spirit didn’t answer.
Trent’s shoulder hurt. The pain radiated to his neck and his head throbbed. The blood that pulsed in his temples added to that, but that one word, please, stabbed deeper than the ache.
“Blood and Ash, and damn!” Trent tried to remember the names of gods that Cullen swore by. None came to him, just the image of Tersa swinging upside down after she blasphemed against a goddess in her own temple.
“Damn, and damn twice! Thrice damn!” Trent exhaled explosively and whirled on his heel. “Fine! You'd better provide Healing potions in the drops. This Minor Regeneration will be a distraction if I have to rely on it.”
When the Spirit didn’t respond, Trent looked over his shoulder. The corridor behind him was empty.
“Do you hear me?” He shouted at the ceiling.
“All rewards are predetermined and cannot be adjusted. Trial Spirits and Keepers are not to be extorted.” The emotion had left the Keepers voice again as it echoed through the tunnel. “A Beast, fifth floor’s Devouring Fiend, approaches. It was attracted by the challenger’s noise. This warning breaks the rules and will not be repeated.”
“I have a name!” Trent started to draw Sorrow with his left hand. His hand lifted away from the knife without drawing it. He could see a figure swaying in the distance, as disturbingly inconsistent in its movements as the one he had killed before.
Jerking and shimmering, the Devouring Fiend closed the distance between it and its presumed prey with the unnatural swiftness Trent had observed the last time. This Fiend stared at Trent’s upraised and empty palm as Trent began murmuring under his breath.
“Firebolt?” It croaked, in a chilling whisper, “You underestimate…”
“Firebolt!"
The chant for a Level 1 Spell of the first tier was distressingly long. The Fiend had time to mock Trent as he tried his new Spell. It had no fear of such meager magic. It sniffed at the air, identifying Trent’s actions and savoring the scent of his blood and pain. If it had had eyes, the Fiend's would have grown large at the sight of the flame that burst from Trent’s palm.
White with intensity, two feet long, and filling the tunnel with its width, the Firebolt in no way resembled a tier-one Spell cast by a low-level Basic Mage. The air sizzled, and the mist swirling on the floor evaporated as the magic slammed into the Fiend. It flew backward, the scraps of cloth that covered it burning, and flames tore into its emaciated body.
“Fire Manipulation and Heart of the Inferno,” Trent calmly explained. “I may have used too much. I overestimated you.”
Watching the Fiend shriek while being consumed, Trent found one thing bothersome. “What kind of Trial Beast talks before it attacks? Are all these ugly things Minor Guardians?”
“Current Beasts on fifth floor supplied by potential Keepers’ home dimension,” the Trial Spirits voice sounded directly in Trent’s ear to be heard over the wails of the dying Fiend. “They are not truly part of the Trial and may act outside of parameters. This is not a warning and does not break the rules.”
The Spirit seemed to be in a hurry to explain itself. Trent merely nodded and reached up to rub his tender shoulder. Still not healed completely, he would have to avoid using it as much as he was able.
“Blood and ash.” He grimaced as his fingers touched an area that was still misshapen. He let his hand fall away, and he spoke quietly to himself, “Sorrow and Strife were the beginning.”
He looked around at the floor of the tunnel. Mist covered everything. Trent swept his feet around, moving to the area where he had fallen. Glass tinkled, breaking into smaller pieces as he kicked it aside. He found but didn’t pick up his sword, which had become a twisted hunk of metal. The enchantments that allowed it to become a ring were broken. Trent continued sweeping the floor with his feet. A satisfied smile broke out on Trent lips as his boots connected with a heavy object, concealed under the ever-present fog.
“Blood and Ash, an ending for most,” Trent bent and picked up the short swords that Ghost had thrown at him before sending Trent back to this pit, “but it was in blood and ash that the Dusk Wraiths were born.”
Trent couldn’t say how he knew. It might have been the comparison to the knives on his hips. The flicker of Mana he sent into the swords to bind them came a second before he Appraised them.
Short swords: Blood and Ash
Paired Rare Items/Excellent Quality
Soul-bound/ Will grow with user
Damage +75
When wielding Ash alone, user’s speed will increase by 10%
When wielding Blood alone, user has a 5% chance to absorb Health equal to 3% of Damage inflicted.
When used together, Speed will increase by 15% and user has a 5% chance to absorb Health equal to 5% of Damage inflicted.
Swords for a Swordsman. The blades were already superior to his knives in almost every respect. Moonlight Banishes Shadows would compensate for the loss of the ability to channel Spells into his weapons. The added speed would be an edge he needed for facing Fiends and their unpredictable stride. The health-absorbing effect was nice, though a little too uncertain to be counted on.
What mattered most was that Trent’s highest leveled Class was Swordsman. As long as he was wielding a sword, the Damage Rating increased by a third. It wasn’t much when using lesser blades, but with these soul-bound weapons, an extra 25 Points of Damage would be noticeable.
Still, Trent felt a hint of unease as he put Sorrow and Strife into Storage and awkwardly swung the new weapons belt around his waist with one arm. Later he would move all four weapons onto the same belt. It would take experimentation to arrange them properly, and he didn’t have time for that now.
Putting the belt on with one hand was difficult. Taking it back off and switching the swords so that the straight blade, Ash, could be drawn with his left hand was even more of a chore. It was the opposite set up to the one he preferred. Until Minor Regeneration finished pushing his bones into place, it would have to do. He needed speed right now, and Ash could provide that.
He checked the corpse of the Devouring Fiend before he set out. The body was crispy and still smoking. Trent wrinkled his nose at the thought of cutting into it. Still, he hunkered down with his Harvesting knife in hand and a firm grasp on his gag reflex. Drops were drops, and he needed every one he could get.
It was a small mercy that the skin of the Fiend collapsed into powder when his knife touched it. When that powder drifted under his mask and filled his nostrils with the scent of baked Beast, it became less merciful. Between sneezes that further aggravated his healing injuries, Trent spotted a shining sliver of bone and ripped it from the open torso. The smell permeating his nose remained, but the rest of the Fiend dissolved, exposing the Beast’s drops.
“Two coppers and a sprig of parsley?” Trent was tempted to throw the loot aside. “Fifth floor is being a little stingy.”
He spoke to himself. He was not so disgruntled that he would directly criticize a Trial Spirit. Not now that he had accepted his lot in life.
“The Challenger has been grossly overcompensated on prior floor. Drops have been reduced until a balance is reached.”
Trent made no comment to that. He had pushed his luck previously, and he had done it again when he yelled at the omnipotent mini-god of the Trial a few minutes ago. He stored the coins and stood up. The parsley he tucked into a pouch to remind himself that the Trial had ears as well as eyes. A peevish Spirit with the capability to open the ground beneath him and send him falling into a pit of boiling acid was the last thing Trent needed.
Trent used Stealth as he advanced down the tunnel. He had noticed the way the Fiend had licked and sniffed at the air while talking. Camouflage wouldn’t hide him from the Beasts. He hoped Stealth might limit his presence so that he could get in the first strike. An unannounced blow to an enemy who was unprepared was always devastating.
His precautions paid off. The next Fiend he encountered had its back to him as he slipped closer to it. Ash was a blur as it severed its skinny neck and sent the Fiend’s head bouncing away. Trent admired the sharp blade and smiled in self-congratulations. Then the sound began, and his triumph was overshadowed.
A low moan like the creaking of rusty door hinges had Trent assuming the ready stance of Moonlight Banishes Shadows. His sword tip fell when he identified the source of the eerie clamor that was rising in volume.
The sound came from the bodiless head. Trent was at a loss trying to understand how a head without lungs could produce any noise. The why of the noise became apparent while he was still struggling with the how. Even in death, the Devouring Fiend summoned reinforcements.
The corridor came to a T further ahead. First, one Fiend came from the right, rocking as it paused to lick and sniff at the air. Trent’s sword came back up. It wavered when two more Fiends drifted from the left. The three made snickering, tittering whispers as they uncovered him with their senses.
Ash held low at his side, Trent spun and ran, with no thought for Stealth. His feet splashed into puddles and tossed water into the air as he stretched his legs and claimed every extra inch he could. To the Fiend’s sensitive ears, Trent’s breath was broken and gasping, filled with fear. That fear invigorated them, filling the three with desire, and they howled with hunger as they pursued him.
They flicked from spot to spot as their hands reached for Trent’s back. They were unable to catch up to a Swordsman whose speed was enhanced by Skill and enchantment, but their claws ripped at the fluttering fabric of his cowl. The jerks that tugged his head back fueled Trent’s adrenaline. He flew down the tunnel.
The Fiend in the lead readied a Toxic Strike. When it was certain of a connection with Trent’s shoulder, it unleashed the blow, eager to see the Al’rashian squirming on the floor, but its hand breezed past Trent’s shoulder as he turned and thrust. His sword sank to the hilt into the demonic creature’s chest.
However, that wasn’t enough to kill the Fiend. It slammed to a halt and was forced backwards by Trent’s greater weight. If it had eyes, the creature would have been staring into its own reflection as Trent faced it squarely. It would have been looking at the wrong place had that been the case.
The Fiend's ears picked up on the fact that Trent’s breathing was easy, and its nose recognized that the scent of fear that lingered on him was an old, stale scent. It missed that his right palm was turned outwards at waist height. It did not miss the word he spat out though, Trent made no effort to be heard.
“Firebolt."
Trent stepped back and smoothly drew his sword from the Fiend's body. His Spell tore through the first creature and engulfed the two that were close behind effortlessly. The air shimmered as it grew hot, and mist turned to steam. Devouring Fiends had no particular weakness to fire, but they were still consumed like dry tinder under the purifying effects of Heart of the Inferno. They drew in superheated air to scream and collapsed as their insides boiled.
Concentrate on one thing.
Learn to walk before you run.
Swordsmen don’t use magic.
A Mage Class will confuse your progress.
All advice that needed to be thrown out. Trent only wished he had done so sooner. How much pain could he have saved himself.
He sagged to one knee, his stomach turning. On the other hand, maybe he needed to learn to regulate his Mana usage. He had overdone it this time, and he was already low from his first exploration into the world of tier-one Spells enhanced by his other Abilities.
While his head swam, Trent took the time to add 4 Points to Wisdom to increase his Mana regeneration. He added 4 more Free Attribute Points to Intelligence for the increased MP pool. He started to feel like a real Mage as his Mana returned at a noticeably quicker rate.
However, he did not forget that his strongest tool still relied on his physical attributes. 2 Points went to Constitution after he rolled his right shoulder, confirming that he was beyond the worst of the damage. He hissed when he moved the tender body-part, but it did not resist him. He resolved not to spend any more Points until he was completely recovered.
That resolution lasted five minutes. When his Mana was a quarter full, Trent stood up and dumped 2 Points into Agility to contrast with his recent Strength increases. Thinking about how his left-handed thrust had missed the Fiend’s heart, 2 more Points went into Dexterity to support the Clever Hands Skill.
With that, he firmly closed his Status and left 18 Points for later. He had to adapt to what he had spent first. Besides, he had five hours left until whatever was going to happen happened. He needed to be quick. No playing around.
Of course, testing whether the sightless Fiends were as blind to his created flame wires as Zombies and Skeletons had been in the Land of the Undying Lord, that wasn’t playing. Trapping
the field was a legitimate tactic of war and adventuring.
It turned out that tier-one Spells work even better than Charms when Fiends ran into them. It wasn’t enough to make Trent dismiss his first love as petty, everyday magic like so many others. Though it did convince him to spend his last 2 Skill Points for the Spells Earthen Spikes and Flame Wall.
He honestly had no idea why he ever thought to save them in the first place.  




Chapter Forty-Seven

The Devouring Fiends weren’t the only occupants of the fifth floor. Pit Hounds, monstrous canines covered in scabs and weeping sores, joined the Fiends and Winged Devilkin in spreading destruction and pestilence.
With no Keeper in place, the inhabitants were free to roam. Not confined to set areas, they maintained their sense of self-awareness. The mindless violence of Trial Beasts was absent, and in its place was the natural cruelty and cunning of species that lived for the kill.
Bound together by a mild telepathic field, the Abyssal Fiends heard and felt the death of their kind. They relished in it as they moved to punish the interloper responsible. There was no desire for vengeance in their actions. Their motivation was purely a lust to torture and drain the life from a foe.
Under ordinary circumstances, they would have held the upper hand. Tales of a Trial going dark would be the nightmares that brought Adventurers bolting upright in their beds if any had survived such an event to spread the stories. Trent was as ignorant to what he faced as any would be, and the Fiends never got the chance to tell him how scared he should be.
With a minor talent for telepathy, the Fiends had it the worst. Their sense of smell and keen ears led them to their prey. Up close, psychic abilities outlined a target’s physical status and hinted at the power of their magic. They saw no threat in a Swordsman, much less a Mage with three tier-one Spells and a handful of charms.
Finding Trent standing in front of a tunnel filled with flames, they might have paused in their pursuit. Seeing Trent turn and dash through his Spell, they scoffed. They could taste his inexperience. They knew he was no Pyromancer. A Mage was as susceptible to the effects of a miscast Spell as an intended target was. The first group that came for Trent rushed after him, confident that anything he could resist was no threat to them.
It was only when they had all entered the Wall of Flames, cast lengthwise to crowd the narrow tunnel, that they discovered how wrong they were. The Spell’s intensity increased, and white-hot flames melted their skin. They were robbed of the chance to scream as the oxygen in the air was ripped away.
That aspect of the Trap had made Trent sweat. A natural cave with no ventilation would have no way to replenish the air he wasted roasting the Fiends. He trusted that, like all else in a Trial, the Spirit would replace and restore what was lost. Eventually.
That eventually concerned him. He cut his Spell as soon as the last Fiend crumpled to the floor as a charred husk. The Trap had worked, but he intended to try a different tactic on the next group just in case.
The second wave was more cautious in their approach. The loss of fifteen Fiends to a single Level 21 Adventurer was unnerving. They sent the Winged Devilkin and Pit Hounds to scout the way. Those lesser, sighted creatures moved erratically as they charged and were quickly cut down by the Swordsman. But the Fiends felt nothing off about the way Trent eliminated their forward line. His swordsmanship was the most dangerous aspect of this insignificant bug. The pitiful Hounds were only supposed to spring any hidden dangers. Confident the way was clear, the Fiends charged, already tasting the sweet warm blood that would temporarily sate their unending hunger.
The Fiends impaled themselves on stone skewers and bled out, never knowing why. They were intimately familiar with the Trial’s layout. They knew every corner and twist. They were aware of each dip and hole in the floor as the rightful rulers of the dark. Every breath they took informed them of active magic in the air. There was no need for caution.
Earthen Spike, when cast, did hold the signature of an active Spell. When held in place by Earth Manipulation, it was inert. The Hounds and Winged scouts avoided the six-foot spiked obstructions that erupted from the ceiling and rose from the floor. The Fiends did not. Their uncanny speed served to drive them so deeply into the spikes there was no hope of crawling off. If they did, the gaping holes in their thin torsos would spill their withered organs to the ground.
Trent ran down the corridors tossing severed heads in front of him so Fiends would be drawn to his Traps. He was not aware of it, but that sound was the last Skill of the species and was meant to rattle their foes, not bring aid for the fallen. His actions did outrage the Fiends, though, and so, in a way, accomplished his purpose.
Trent struck fear into the empty hearts of beings that had only tasted the sensation on the air, absorbing it from their prey as part of their sustenance. He brought slaughter to the slaughterers, and they let him travel uncontested for a time.
He slipped through the winding passages, searching for the Guardian’s chamber. One wrong turn led him to a dead end, and when he turned, the Fiends seized their chance, flickering toward him with their swaying motions, cackling and hissing at the dead man they had cornered.
Trent drew Blood to assist Ash. With both swords in hand, he lunged into the steps of Moonlight Banishes Shadows. For a second, pale drifting light illuminated the tunnel and coated his blades. One step brought Trent twenty feet forward in a modified Long Slash. The Fiends gnashed their teeth when they saw their signature movement mimicked.
Bodies fell as the frail forms of Fiends were split in two by the subtle light of Trent’s sword form. Trent twisted, a slash from Blood cleaved through one Fiend, and the point of Ash broke through the roof of a second’s mouth, piercing its brain. Another step and Trent flashed through the last of the assembled creatures, an unstoppable force leaving the slain in his wake.
Trent fell to his knees at a split in the tunnel. His arms shook and his chest heaved. One more Fiend could have snapped his neck as he dropped Blood, laying his palm flat on the stone. He had put too much into his last attack. His Stamina and Mana were gone, and he was defenseless.
But there were none left to take advantage of his weakness. He had killed them all. A white line on the front of his armor, where a Fiend had accidentally landed a scratch, was all the resistance they had managed to present.
Trent’s shoulders sagged as he rummaged in his pouch and withdrew a vile filled with a mixture of green and yellow powder. Coppers, parsley, and Witch Toe, a type of root, had been the drops on the fifth floor. Trent would have complained if he thought it would do him any good. It wouldn’t, so he collected them and tried to show a cheerful demeanor.
That act turned to genuine gratitude when he took the time to appraise the Witch Toe. He did so more on the off-chance Appraisal would level up than out of any hope the ugly hunk of yellow root would prove useful. What he found reminded him that all items in Trials had value whether inside or out of the Trial itself. There was no trash to be found here.
Witch Toe, when chewed, increased Mana regeneration. Not by a lot. A Mage with a good supply of potions would reject the root every time. To Trent, who was expending precious energy at an enormous rate, that tiny amount was a life saver. A closer look at Parley led to the revelation that it had a similar function for Stamina.
Trent had filled empty vials with ground Parsley and Witch Toe shavings to replace his lost potions. His Herbalist Profession increased the potency of the concoction and earned him considerable XP.
Pulling the cork from the vial with his teeth, Trent dumped the chunky powder into his mouth. He chewed with determination before swallowing the mixture that tasted of dirt and fungus more than anything else.
His churning stomach settled, and the gong in his head lessened its racket. Trent gathered up his swords and staggered to his feet. The effects of the powder were immediate, slow but persistent. It had made the difference in the last few fights.
He consulted his Map before he set off. There was one tunnel left to explore. It would require a lot of backtracking, but as long as the tunnel didn’t split, it had to lead to the Guardian’s chamber.
It would be the last place he looked. On the first and second floors, Trent had insisted on checking every inch of the Trial. On the Fifth, speed was all he was looking for. Somehow, he still managed to cover all the corners and turns.
Trent sighed in self-reproach. He sheathed his swords and stretched his wrists. They ached a bit from exertion. He had overdone it in that last attack. Minor Regeneration would ease the strain in a few minutes or an hour. He could still fight, though maybe he would get lucky and he wouldn’t encounter more than one or two opponents for a while. Few enough that he could deal with them with Spells instead of steel.
It was a hollow daydream, and Trent kept it from his lips as he forced his feet to trudge back the way he had come. Successful ambushes with overconfident Trial Beasts did not make him a great Mage. Resourceful, maybe, but a long way from great.
Endurance and his powder showed their worth. Trent picked up the pace from a crawl to a jog. When he had the energy again, he drew Ash for the added speed and left Dash deactivated. He would save his active Skills until his Stamina was full. Maybe not even then. He had drained it so often lately, its recovery was suffering. He needed a potion or a good night’s sleep to fix that. Neither of those promised to be in the works anytime soon.
**********
“Blood and Ash. An ending.”
Whether he had finished the last of the Beasts or the Trial’s denizens had decided to leave him to their boss, he couldn’t say. Either way, no ugly faces had spoiled his journey to the arched opening he stood outside of.
He hadn’t made the best time. Of the original six hours, fifty-nine minutes were left. It had taken him over an hour to reach this place from the dead-end where he had last fought. Thankfully his Health, Stamina, and Mana were all full now. According to his Status, he was in top condition, ready to fight for days on end. Unfortunately, a person was more than the numbers in their Status.
Trent felt a fatigue that went beyond bone-deep. There was a stitch in his muscles that minor Regeneration couldn’t seem to touch. The shackles on his legs and the mountain lying on his shoulders were no less real just because he couldn’t see them. All he could do was pretend they weren’t there, telling himself he was fit and limber.
The title of Shadow Hunter demanded that he press on despite how he felt. If he ignored this, the worst thing to happen would be losing the title and the perks that went with it. Perks that only applied when facing the Cursed.
It was the insubstantial behemoth that lurked at his back that kept him racing forward, not his title. He could smell the tobacco on Cullen’s breath, feel the Sergeant’s expectations as he leaned in to whisper in Trent’s ear.
“Tired, Runt?” He would say, “Feeling like a nap? Maybe a bath and glass of warm milk to lull you to sleep?
“Well, go ahead!” No whispering now. The roar was sudden, stabbing into ear drums as it dripped with disdain. “Lie down. Get comfortable! Tuck your fucking arm beneath that empty fucking head and go to sleep. Maybe you’ll get lucky, and some slob of a snot-licking whore’s son will slit your throat for you!
“That’s what you have to look forward to! It’s that or you drink piss, gargle with vinegar, and stop acting like a tit-sucking baby! Stand up straight, runt! I’ve seen straighter spines in Slimes!”
A board inserted itself down the back of Trent’s shirt, forcing the slump from his back. “I’ve never seen a Slime, Sergeant. What are they like?”
“All you need to know about Slimes is they lack balls and still manage to have more testicular fortitude than you do! What are you waiting for Runt?”
“You, Sergeant,” Trent sounded off in a tight voice. “Just this once, handle this for me.”
“Ohhh, does the Runt want Sergeant Cullen to hold his hand and take him for walkies? You want I should carry you on my shoulders and feed you cookies and cake?”
Trent knew better than to answer that.
“Not going to happen, runt! Now stick out your chest and get moving, or by Noemi’s Mercy and Rindel’s left nut I will shove my boot so far up that lazy ass…”
“…I’ll be tasting leather for a week.” Trent finished the Sergeant’s favorite threat.
Blood and Ash had drawn themselves, and their hilts filled Trent’s palms. They must have placed themselves there of their own accord. He had no memory of drawing them.
Well, if they were that eager to be of use, it would be a shame to disappoint.
Trent didn’t immediately move forward. He looked over the entrance to the Guardian’s chamber one last time. Felicia claimed you could find clues about what to expect from careful observation of the Trial’s surface. She said Dungeon, of course. That lapse put her words in question, but Trent chose to give her the benefit of the doubt.
An archway supported by grand columns. Out of place with the rest of the Trials decor, the difference might indicate a new Keeper’s preference. Safe Zones had contained sculptures of beetles and bugs, and Trent had seen multiple carvings that he had taken for hints; none of those were exactly like he was seeing here.
Snakes with unhinged jaws swallowed weeping women. Fiends prodded at anguished men with tridents and knives. Scorpions stung the tongues of dogs as they howled and tried to run.
All the carvings on the columns had one thing in common. Their faces, all of them, men, women, and dogs, resembled Trent’s. Not exactly a subtle message.
Obviously, he was expected. As a threat, Trent found the pictures overdone. As a warning, they were comical. As an instigation… entirely effective.
“Wish me luck, Sergeant!” Trent clucked his tongue and rolled his shoulders.
“Who the fuck taught you to rely on luck, Runt? When I find him, I’ll rip off his leg and beat you with it while you eat his intestines raw. Get in there and kick ass with style and skill. You don’t need any thrice-damned luck.”
Trent was glad Cullen was only in his head. Kerry had taught him the phrase, “wish me luck.” Being beaten with Kerry’s chunky leg while choking on raw intestine was a much more effective threat than the columns managed to convey. He quickly entered the chamber and began scanning for the Guardian.
Trent’s eyes flickered from side to side, taking it all in. The checkered floor of white and black marble was a curious departure from the Trial’s natural stone. The hanging chandeliers filled with blazing candles that dripped wax onto the polished stone gave the impression that bones were raining from the ceiling. Suits of macabre armor, all hooks and barbs, stood guard at each corner.
Two more suits stood behind the throne of skulls at the far side of the room. On the left of the throne, a pale girl with jet black hair was curled up, whimpering to herself on the floor. She was out of place in a dress of Spider’s silk. Trent thought he could make out a pair of Beetle’s wings on her back but wasn’t entirely sure.
The figure to the right of the throne, standing at least seven feet in height, fit the chamber like a glove. A broad torso covered in a black robe with a sword belt at his waist almost brought a smile to Trent’s face. He would enjoy testing himself against a Guardian who was also a Swordsman. His smile faltered when he realized the head above the Guardian’s shoulders was a deer’s skull covered in reptilian skin and scales. Antlers climbed above the Guardian’s head, adding to his already impressive stature.
In contrast, the man on the throne was unassuming. Clothes of linen, a circlet of iron, he would have looked human if not for his grey skin tones and flaxen-colored eyes. He slouched on the throne, presenting a bored image. Yet his gaze tracked Trent relentlessly as he stepped to the middle of the room.
“Keeper,” Trent pointed Blood at the unconscious girl, “she has gotten bigger since the last time I saw her.”
Ash came up and stabbed in the direction of the antlered freak with the sword. “Guardian, has to be, with that invincible aura that he, it, wears like a cloak.”
Trent lowered his sword and tilted his head to the side. “That makes you the new would-be Keeper, right?”
“I am Keeper now,” the man on the throne drawled. “Forty-seven minutes left till my coronation. I feel confident in calling it now. You won’t be able to defeat my Guardian in that time. A pity, I was looking forward to watching you. AAHHH.”
The rival for the Keeper’s title screamed when the Flame Wall covered the dais. Trent didn’t pay it any mind. His Spells couldn’t harm a Keeper; he didn’t have that kind of power. The man probably only shouted from surprise.
Surprise at Trent’s audacity, the sheer nerve Trent must have to interrupt his betters. He would have been even more shocked to learn that Trent had started speaking only to buy himself the time it took to use Silent Cast to attack the Guardian with Flame Wall. The wannabe Keeper and his babble were a tool. As long as the rules were in place, the man’s presence could be ignored.
Trent almost hoped the Keeper did step in and attack him. He had seen a Keeper punished once. The lightning that would scorch the man’s grey skin would not be blocked by a stone ceiling. It would spare Trent the effort of fighting the deer-faced sword carrier, the true target of his Spell.
In his mind, Trent had already downgraded the Guardian from Swordsman to a person who owned a sword. Trent rushed forward in an attempt to keep the Guardian contained on the dais and within the flames. In the time it took him to attack, Trent could have drawn the broadsword ten times. The Guardian was just clearing his sheath when Trent slashed Blood into the Beast’s waist and stabbed Ash towards its chest.
Trent felt like he had struck an anvil. His blades failed to penetrate the Guardian’s robes. While he was still dealing with the shock of his attack’s ineffectiveness, Trent was forced to duck a backhanded swing as the Guardian leveled a swipe at his head. Trent lashed out at the creature's arm as he moved out of the way, and his mouth puckered into an unhappy frown when his hands went numb from the impact.
Surrounded by flame and showing no sign that it had noticed Trent’s valiant efforts, the Beast took a two-handed grip on its broadsword and lifted the blade high overhead. The sword crashed against the marble floor, cracking the tiles as Trent leaped backward. The Guardian followed him, swinging its sword like a Farmer cutting long grass, pushing Trent towards the center of the room.
“I've been watching you.” The man on the throne settled back. He held out his hand and let the flames of Trent’s Spell wrap around it as he spoke. “Since you opened the gate that brought me here.
“Swords, fire, and earth! You are no Arcane Swordsman. I think Spellsword, at best, is all you can claim. A new one at that.” The man’s mouth pouted as Trent’s Spell dissipated, as if he missed the warmth of the fire. “I prepared this Guardian specifically for you. Shadow Hunter will not help you. You've already learned the worth of your Spells and weapons.”
Trent circled around the Guardian, his blades slamming into its body. The creature made no move to stop him. Trent did not understand it. Even if they weren’t cutting, the impact of his swords should bruise skin or break bones. More tiles cracked as Trent angled his body to avoid a slash.
“Since I opened the gate?” Trent looked beyond the Guardian and saw the exit was open. Since the Beast was slower than he was, it wouldn’t be able to stop him if he did decide to run. “So just on this floor then?”
“Isn’t that enough?” The man chuckled. “You've given your all on this floor. I've seen your tricks.”
Trent brought Blood down on the back of the Guardian’s hand. A strike with all his strength behind it left an indent, that was all. “Strength and Constitution at the cost of Agility, a robe that protects from blades, fire and earth. That had to create a weakness—"
Trent gasped as a shouldercharge caught him off-guard and flung him across the room. He landed at the steps to the dais. The sudden increase in speed had to be a Skill. He would watch for that.
It was the exit that his eyes flickered to as he pulled himself to his feet. The grey-skinned man sat up straight and leaned forward, his arms gripping his throne as he observed what Trent was thinking.
“Yes, you can leave,” he mused, one hand stroking his chin. His lips curled upward, and his free hand gestured imperiously. “Leave anytime you like. My General is too slow to catch you… but will my Knights hinder your escape?”
Four suits of armor lifted spears and battle axes as they moved from the corners. The scraping of metal on stone behind him told Trent that the two there were in motion as well. Six heavily armored Knights and a robed Guardian he couldn’t harm. Trent looked wistfully at the exit that two of the Knights were moving to block.
He spun to block a thrust leveled at his back. The Knights were fast too. Trent ducked and swayed as the two that had been behind the throne joined forces to crowd him back to the center of the room where his largest, invulnerable opponent waited with black eyes shining.
Blood and Ash worked independently as Trent parried and tried to counter. He kept the Knight’s blades from his skin, but it was a near thing. A third knight charged from the side, and Trent spun away from a spear tip, nearly walking into an axe blade. He hacked at the haft of the axe, empowering his strike with Disarm. The Knight kept hold of his weapon, but Trent was gratified to see it loosen in the Knight’s gauntlets.
The armored figure stumbled into the path of its comrades as it struggled to keep hold of his axe. For a moment, Trent was free of the constant assault. His knees bent. When they straightened, Enhanced Jump sent Trent skywards. Blood and Ash clanged as Trent released them, and they fell to the floor.
Trent’s hands closed on the metal beams of the chandelier he had been standing beneath. He pulled himself up with a grunt. His legs dangled, just barely missing the antlers of the Guardian who had lunged for him. Trent heaved himself up, setting his knees on the ornate beams and praying they would support him.
“What do you think you’ve accomplished?” The would-be Keeper sounded amused at Trent’s flight. “Weaponless, and still within reach of my Knight’s spears. I look forward to watching you die!”
Trent didn’t answer. Unlike the rest of the Trial, this room was brightly lit. Three chandeliers supplied plenty of candlelight, and their flames prevented any shadows from encroaching into the room. The abundance of light was absurd, considering all the Beasts of this Trial had some form of Night Sight.
Trent had practiced Fire Manipulation on every campfire he had sat in front of. Connecting with natural flames was different than changing the shape of a Spell he cast. They resisted and fought his control. They wanted to be coaxed and flattered. Touching hundreds of small, flickering lights at once brought sweat to Trent’s brow and caused a throbbing behind his eyes.
Trent grabbed hold of the chain which kept the chandelier suspended. It took three-fourths of his Mana to sap the energy from the candles. His knees were weak as the room plunged into darkness. Below him, the knights milled around the Guardian, confused, slashing at the air futilely with their weapons.
“Do you think that's clever? A snap of my fingers is all it takes to undo your efforts.” The Keeper slapped the bone armrests of his throne as he stood. He snapped at the chandeliers, once, twice. Nothing happened.
“Temporary Keepers may not interfere with their Guardian’s battles. This room is outside of your control until the issue has been decided. Keeper will be silenced to prevent meddling.”
Trent silently thanked the Trial Spirit as he took his Runic Battle Bow from Storage. The chandelier spun and wobbled as he set his feet. The bow had a base Damage of 35. The arrows supplied by his Skill added 25 to that—a far cry from what he could do with a sword.
A slowly revolving archer and targets that stumbled as they slashed and poked around in the dark tested Trent’s accuracy. Triple Shot and Create Arrow sent three steel-tipped arrows racing downward. Trent’s fingers had hardly released the first volley before he was drawing again. He peppered the room, depending on the bow's own mana to fuel his barrage.
Arrows hissed through the air and pinged off armor. The Knights faltered, spinning in place as broad heads found the joints in their protection. The Guardian bugled its head lifted in panic. Two arrows had pierced its robe and plunged into its shoulders.
Not invulnerable, merely resistant to swords! The Keeper had watched him on the fifth floor. He had never seen Trent with a bow. He had no reason to suspect he carried one. He might even have imbued his Guardian with a weakness to Archers. After all, Trent was a Swordsman and there wasn’t an arrow slinger in his party. The man had not taken possession of the Trial yet. He lacked the all-seeing eyes that a Keeper needed to devise the best challenges for the Adventurers entering their territory.
One Knight vanished as it fell, and Trent put a shaft through the visor of its helmet. A second dropped its spear when its elbow was pierced. A third lost its axe as an arrowhead tore through its neck. One by one, Trent disabled the minions, targeting their weakness as he grew used to the motion of the chandelier.
Trent started to draw his bowstring for another volley. His fingers slipped from the string before it could be brought to his ear. The Skill had been taking energy from his own MP. The dozens of arrows he had shot had depleted the bow’s supply.
Two of the Knights were gone. The only sign they had ever been were the drops they left behind. Trent marked that loot as he Stored his bow. It would be useful for finishing the four surviving Knights and their bestial general.
Trent jumped lightly from the chandelier setting the light fixture to spinning. The creaking of the chain covered the patter of his boots as he dropped to the floor. The blank eyes of Trial Beasts looked upwards at the noise. One Knight, kneeling with an arrow in his leg, twisted his head to the right when the sound of coins rattling on marble was heard over the rusty moaning of chains.
A spear point took him in the neck, pushing him to lay flat. Whatever type of Beast it was wearing the armor of Knights let out a wet, garbled croak before it died. The agonized panting of the Guardian paused at the muted death cry. It struggled to turn toward where it felt one of its minions perish.
The Guardian couldn’t turn fast enough to keep up with the wave of death that surrounded it. In Trent’s hands, the eight-foot polearm was light as a feather, flickering in the dark as quickly as his arrows had. The Knights collapsed, and then the spear tip plunged into the Guardian’s chest.
Black ichor oozed from the wound when Trent withdrew the spear and stabbed out again. The Guardian bellowed as it stumbled back. It swung its broadsword wildly, but the five feet of steel never came close to Trent’s thrust.
Trent stabbed and twisted, his spearhead tearing open the Guardian’s thigh. The creature was stubborn; it’s high Constitution kept it on its feet. Trent was equally as stubborn. The spear was no enchanted weapon. It had no poison. Each strike managed 50 Damage, not even as much as his arrows. However, some of that would be mitigated by the Guardian’s defense.
Trent could picture the damage he did. In his mind, red 35’s floated up from bleeding wounds. Occasionally, a higher number would join them as he hit a sensitive or vital area. Those numbers would get bigger as Bloodletting took effect. They would grow again as the Guardian’s defenses were broken. The more Damage one took, the more Damage one was going to take. Trent had experienced that personally.
Trent began to grow sick of the one-sided slaughter. The creature’s screams reminded him of a tiny pink pig squealing as it ran from the clumsy hands of, what were in its eyes, giants. The creature was blinded by the environment, but Trent could clearly see what was happening thanks is to Dark Vision.
Foam dripped from the Guardian’s mouth, and its black eyes were wide as it tried to ward him off. Black eyes. He had noticed that before. Now it dawned on Trent what those eyes signified.
Guardian of a Trial, not yet a Trial Beast. This was a living, thinking being that the temporary Keeper had enlisted to protect that obscene throne of bones. Trent could see the desire to flee in the beady black eyes. It would surrender, given the chance. He wanted to let it.
However, that wasn’t an option. There was too much at stake here. Trent only had one form of mercy to offer. His spear tip scraped against the creature’s throat, drawing blood. He stabbed into the same spot again, widening the wound. The Guardian’s sword slipped from its hands. Trent stabbed again, and the Beast’s natural defense finally gave way. Trent’s spear sunk deep. Eyelids covered rolling black eyes. The Guardian’s hands closed around the shaft of Trent’s spear as it sunk to its knees.




Chapter Forty-Eight

“You have cleared a minor permanent Trial. Trial has gained a new floor; clear counts as a first. Awarded 3000 Experience. You may claim your reward.”
Trent would have rather read the message in his Status. Hearing the words delivered in the Spirit’s emotionless tone while standing over the body of a creature that may have had a name dirtied the achievement. There was no beauty in the Guardian, nothing to admire. It had served a master that Trent would call evil, without hesitation. Still, he felt it deserved a cleaner death.
He closed his eyes and tossed the spear aside. He wouldn’t be taking it with him. It wasn’t a bad weapon. He had been looking for a spear just like it. Now he knew he had outgrown Basic weapons like that. His enemies were stronger, and he needed tools to match.
His hand reached for his mithril Harvesting knife. Patting the empty space on his back where it should have been, Trent felt a pang of shock. He spun, looking to see where it could have fallen out, and his elbow brushed the hilt of Ash. That sent another spark of surprise coursing through him. Hadn’t he discarded Blood and Ash?
Soul-bound weapons! Like Guild Tokens, they could not be separated from their owners for long. The short swords had returned to their sheaths at some point without his noticing. That could be useful. Maybe he would use Sorrow and Strife as throwing weapons. His darts had lost their effectiveness, but the knives would grow with him and never be lost.
The thought jogged his memory. The Devouring Fiends, Pit Hounds, and Winged Devilkin had little on them that was Harvestable. Much of what was Harvestable ended up ruined by his Spells. The remainder Trent had hacked out or off with his swords. He had been in too much of a hurry to Harvest with precision. His mithril knife had been on the belt with Sorrow and Strife where he had left it when he switched to Blood and Ash.
He drew Blood now and used it to separate the Guardian’s antlers. He slashed on a hunch and was gratified when he proved to be right. The Guardian’s body vanished, leaving behind the dead bone. Trent collected the spoils and Appraised them. The antlers were those of a Felpah, probably not an Awakened race, since as far as Trent knew, those didn’t have Harvestable organs or bones. A Beast, most likely an intelligent and Advanced one. The creature had never spoken; the Keeper had done all the talking. Trent wondered whether it had been capable of speech. Not that it mattered. The creature was dead, and the antlers would make good crafting material.
The throne and the grey-skinned man who had sat there were gone. In their place was a silver chest. Trent glanced at it as he crossed the room. He doubted that it would contain a bribe big enough to make up for what he had endured to obtain it. He didn’t open it immediately, turning instead to where the Trial Spirit’s wobbly body cradled its Keeper with three arms.
“Is she all right now?” Trent crouched down over the Keeper. He could see hints of a Spider in her. She looked more like the man who had wanted to replace her now, with grey skin and a mere four limbs. Maybe he was seeing what he wanted to, but if the Keeper had sat up and begun to crawl around the floor, climbing the walls like an insect, he would have taken it in stride.
“She will be.” Two eyestalks stayed focused on the Keeper. The Spirit spared one to regard Trent. “She will wake soon. Wiser, and stronger…  perhaps just stronger. She is very young.”
“Don’t underestimate the young. They are capable of great things.” The eyestalk bobbed at Trent’s words, as if the Adventurer whose Status said he was thirteen was an equal. Later Trent would find that odd. Looking back, he would find all his interactions with this Trial Spirit as strange.
Keepers and Trial Spirits were supreme in the spaces they ruled. All the others he had met had given him the sense that they looked down on him, that he was insignificant to them. They marveled that he could see them, then dismissed him. Not this Spirit. It asked. It begged. Even the one time it had reminded him sternly that the rewards were set and could not be changed, its chiding had been considerably gentler than he would have expected.
Later Trent would be confused by that. Now he was too tired, too spent, to care.
“The entrance will open in ten minutes.” The Spirit stroked its Keeper’s hair and pulled her closer. “Respawn functions will resume at that time. XP and rewards will be double for twenty-four hours to celebrate the Keeper’s survival. Unique drops and loot will appear randomly. New challengers will take time to reach the area where your group waits.”
“Are you asking if we'll stay and keep fighting?” Trent rubbed the back of his neck and wheezed out a chuckle. “I'm exhausted, and my… friends… can’t handle the fifth floor.”
“You faced a unique situation. The fifth floor will be changed. It’s current setting will be adjusted. Recommend a party of 6, Level 25 Adventurers for the Guardian. Your party may be able to challenge the standard Beasts if you lead them.”
“They won’t get better with me doing all the work. Best we stick to the fourth floor until they pick up a few Levels.” An eyestalk tracked him as Trent moved to the silver chest. It winked in amusement at Trent’s unconscious decision to convince Kerry and Felicia that a round of training was in order.
Trent flipped the lid of the chest open. Inside, a few pages of paper lay on top of two Crystals. His fingers brushed the Crystals, awarding him 4 Attribute Points and 5 Skill Points, when he picked the papers up. He murmured appreciatively and firmly set the idea of spending the new Skill Points from his mind as he thumbed the papers.
Five sheets, covered in a neat scrawl and decorated with notes. Trent recognized what was in front of him immediately. It was maps of each floor of the Trial with detailed information on the Beasts and Trap types written down the side. The maps drawn on the paper were practically identical to the ones concocted by his Map Ability. The third floor was different, that one had been drastically altered since it was deemed unacceptable, and the fourth floor had a few side tunnels added. All else was the same.
“The Guild pays well for information on new or changed Trials.” The Spirit spotted the discontent in Trent’s face and identified its source immediately. “You will be compensated for turning those pages over.”
“Hmmm,” Trent chewed the inside of his cheek, partially mollified. He Stored the pages after deciding it was pointless to argue. “I should get back to where I left the others then.”
He offered a short bow to the Spirit, who spared two limbs to wave at him. An eyestalk watched until Trent left the chamber, then all three focused on the slumbering Keeper.
“You played a dangerous game, little one. He knew what you were doing and still came. Could you not see that? Did you not know what that meant? There is more power slumbering in his gloves than is contained by our walls. Had he died…”
The Spirit shuddered, its squishy flesh jiggling. “The young are very brave.”
A humming filled the Guardian chamber as the Trial Spirit rocked its Keeper and sung her a song, a lullaby, from the Kingdom it had once guided. A kingdom long since destroyed, for which its current form was the last memorial. To this day, it didn’t know if any of the children of the race it had once sheltered survived.
The Spirit could feel Trent’s footsteps racing back through the tunnels. Trudging at first, then pattering, and finally all but silent as he ran with the grace of a Swordsman, bolstered by the stealth of a Rogue and Hunter.
The Spirit had accepted custody of this Trial and the childlike Keeper because it had wanted to see whether the Al’rashians could recover in this small corner of the world. It had wanted to see that, wanted to be a part of it. It had waited a long time, training the descendants of the original settlers. It had never expected someone like Trent to arrive.
**********
“I’m telling you, something’s different.” Kerry kicked the unyielding door for the hundredth time. He stared at the sword engraving on the wood, daring the carving to do something about his offense. He thought about using Taunt on the inanimate entry to see if it would respond to a little verbal abuse.
“Do you hear me arguing with you?” Felicia sighed. She scratched Dreq’s ears. Dreq growled but leaned into her fingers. His eyes never left the door Trent had gone through. Though he had accepted it when Felicia picked him up and moved him from his spot at its base, he knew where he should be focused.
“I agree, the Dungeon feels different. What do you want to do about it?” Felicia set a piece of cheese in front of Dreq to stop him from growling. His tongue flicked out, and he pulled it into his mouth without lifting his head.
“The door is wood. Why don’t you try burning it?” Kerry lifted an eyebrow and looked over his shoulder. “And doesn’t it bother you that the Dog is three times the size he was a few hours ago?”
It was true. Dreq had been barely taller than Felicia’s ankle when Trent left them behind. His shoulder reached her knee now. You could see him growing if you watched closely. Felicia had moved him closer so she could feed him. She knew the growth was from the XP the Dog gained from Trent, but a body needed food to sustain that kind of development.
“He’s a baby; he is supposed to grow. Don’t tell me you haven’t noticed he’s a member of the party?” Felicia offered Dreq a hunk of dried meat and smiled to see the Dog’s tail wag as he snatched it up.
“He’s an animal. Is it healthy for him to get so big this fast?” Kerry turned away from the door and put his hands on his hips.
“You’re an animal. Stupid.” Dreq covered his words with chomping and slobbering. Kerry missed the message meant for him. Felicia, closer to the Dog, pursed her lips. Her ears had caught a growl that suspiciously sounded like the word stupid. It wasn’t the first time. Dreq’s barking always sounded derogatory when his muzzle was pointed at Kerry.
“He’s special, I think.” Felicia smoothed Dreq’s raised hackles. “Different. I wonder where Trent found him.”
Kerry stamped over and dropped down next to Dreq. He started to ruffle the Dog’s fur and quickly retracted his hand when puppy teeth snapped at it.
“He doesn’t like me.” Kerry shot Dreq a wounded look. “Think he's a Beast? He has Skills, and he’s certainly mean enough for it. Tamers can use swords. And they are more likely to have Detect Traps. They set Traps to capture Beasts. Do you think Trent is really a Tamer and just pretending to be a Swordsman?”
“You know as much about Trent as I do.” Kerry had raised an interesting point, though, and Felicia thought it over before shaking her head. “If he is lying about his Class, then it’s a weird lie. It could be a half-truth. He could be a Swordsman and a Tamer.”
“Two Classes, and both Specialized? He's too young. He can’t be that much older than me,” Kerry disagreed. “He would have had to fight every day for months to develop two Classes.”
Felicia didn’t say anything to that. Adventurers had a blind spot when it came to others. They were quick to judge based on their own standards. Kerry had loads of talent. He was honest and trusting. He took everything his teachers told him and applied it diligently. When confronted by an existence like Trent, Kerry had nothing to compare it to, so he ignored certain facts to fit Trent into his worldview.
Adventurers rested between adventures. They made money to cover their needs, then spent it until the bills required them to delve again. They might train in their off time, polishing Skills and tactics. They did not risk their lives day after day without end. What would be the point? You earned money to spend it. That was how an Adventurer’s mind worked.
Telling him where he was wrong might enlighten Kerry, but Felicia doubted it. He had seen what Trent was capable of. He had to recognize what it meant on his own. Trent was the type of Adventurer who reached Silver rank while his contemporaries were happy with Iron and dreamt of Steel.
“Maybe you should go back.” Felicia folded her hands in her lap and stared at them. “You can buy out of the charter and spend the XP you've been saving. I'll wait for Trent.”
It was as close as she could bring herself to warning Kerry. She was planning to follow Trent as long as he allowed it. She knew Kerry was having similar thoughts. The more she turned the idea over in her mind, the more she realized that Kerry had no clue what he was getting into.
Her advice fell on deaf ears. The door was easing open, and Kerry was on his feet with his flail out. There was a brief glimpse of a figure in black and white leather wearing a silver mask before a ball of fur hit Trent’s chest.
Trent closed his arms around Dreq to prevent the pup from falling. He wavered under the unexpected assault, managing not to step back but failing to prevent Dreq’s tongue from pushing under his mask to lick his chin. Before Trent could pull his face away from Dreq’s, Kerry grabbed his shoulder and shook him.
“You made it back!” Happy at first, Kerry’s tone quickly turned angry. “Ass! You left us behind. Felicia was a ball of nerves worrying about you. You owe her an apology.”
“I was a ball of nerves? You were the one crying every fifteen minutes, like a fat oversized baby.” Felicia pushed past Kerry and began checking Trent. “You aren’t injured, are you?”
“I'm fine, a little tired.” Trent dropped Dreq. The Dog landed with a yelp and immediately began jumping against Trent’s leg.
“I bet, from the way the XP was rolling in, you must have been in the thick of it.” Kerry kept pounding at Trent’s shoulder while he spoke. “We should head back now. Get a meal at the Guild and rent a bed. I would offer you mine in the dorms but… we missed the first day of the new term. Not sure I have a bed to offer.”
“About going back…” Trent disentangled himself from the three crowding him and moved into the Safe Zone. The tranquil air of the space was a balm to him. He breathed it in before continuing.
“The Trial… I killed Beasts on the way back here. The XP was doubled. I'm going to stay for a while longer."
They looked at him like he was insane. Trent felt insane.
“The fifth floor is a little difficult. Best to stay on the fourth. I'd like to eat first. And take a short nap.”
Kerry tucked the Return Scroll he had pulled out back into his satchel. He exchanged looks and shrugs with Felicia before saying, “We did miss the start of the term.”
“I don’t have anywhere else I need to be.” Felicia brushed at the front of her robe and adjusted the circlet on her head. “Might as well be here.”
“Settled then!” Kerry clapped his hands together. “Rest up Trent, when your ready we'll—"
Felicia shushed him, and Kerry closed his mouth. Sitting, leaning back against the far wall with Dreq curled up in his lap, Trent was already asleep.




Chapter Forty-Nine

The entrance to the Dungeon had been closed for six hours. The crack in the bell-shaped rock had sealed so thoroughly you would think it had never been. Since the closure, Guild Attendants and Guardsmen had worked diligently to line out the rules and thin the crowd that had gathered, restoring order to the compound, if not the town. The Dungeon had space to accommodate hundreds of Adventurers, but not if they entered as a horde, tripping over and fighting one another.
It would be first come, first served. Groups would enter in twenty-minute intervals. A rough time schedule was worked out, and numbers were passed around. You could wait at the Guild or on the hillside outside the Dungeon. When your number came up, you entered. Miss being called? There was always room at the end of the line.
Only five groups chose to wait at the entrance. The rest headed back, grumbling. When the crack in stone reappeared and the Dungeon opened, the hill would be noisy with those waiting their turn. It was a waste to stand around now unless you were at the head of the line.
Eliora sat with Kosey and his partner Mark not far from the rock and clutched a tile etched with the number one in her hands. Mark had not only been holding a spot for them, but he had also claimed the front of the line. Eliora was surprised the weak-chinned Marksman was so capable.
After introducing himself as Mark the Marksman, with a chuckle and a gap-toothed grin, Mark hadn’t said a word. Not one word in close to six hours. Nods, grunts, and empty-headed smiles was how he communicated. Eliora would have expected a man like Mark to be shoved aside by more aggressive Adventurers. Holding his ground to take the first title was the only clue Eliora had on which to base her assessment of Mark's skill.
Eliora supposed she shouldn’t judge the Marksman, who looked like a farmhand, too harshly just because he was quiet. She wasn’t exactly a bubbly conversationalist herself. There was no need to be with Kosey around. The man filled every silence with a story, needing no encouragement to spout advice or laughter in respond to his own crude jokes.
Eliora tuned it out, sharpening and oiling her knives and limiting her interactions with Kosey to nods and the occasional, “Is that so?” When she looked over and saw Mark tending to his bow like she was her knives, it hit her that Kosey was probably the reason he was so withdrawn. Maybe away from the boisterous man, Mark opened up.
Concentrating on her knives, Eliora was startled when Kosey and Mark stood without warning. She dropped her tools and took a grip on her weapon, looking around for a threat.
“Good reaction!” Kosey snorted, jerking his head to the left. “But a wrong one. On your feet, Raven, the Dungeon is in business.”
The crack in the rock had opened without a sound. Eliora was two steps behind Mark and Kosey as the men entered it, without waiting for the Sergeant on duty to call them over. Eliora tossed the group’s tile to the man, who caught it with a disapproving look. She had to fight back the urge to apologize for their behavior. Neither Adventurers nor Nobles had the habit of apologizing to Guardsmen.
Eliora examined the first room in the Dungeon with curious eyes. She padded towards the statues of Beetles, intent on studying them when Kosey’s voice pulled her up short.
“We talked about this. You've got rear, Raven.” Kosey shouldered past her, a golden shield, embossed with a roaring lion’s head on one arm and a gold-hilted longsword with a ruby pommel in the other. “I lead, Mark in the middle with the compass. You do have the compass, right, Mark?”
“Right here.” Mark stepped by her as well, holding up the Mana compass to show Kosey. Eliora finished casting Night Sight on herself as the Marksman went by. Under the Spell’s effects, Mark’s drooping eyelids and weak chin took on a sinister appearance.
“Good. We move fast then. Mana compass should lead us to the Guardian quick like.” Kosey looked over his shoulder at Eliora. “You remember, right Raven? Straight to the Guardian, fast as we can. Twenty-minute head start won’t mean much, have to take advantage of it.”
“I remember!” Eliora snapped. “Lead the way.”
“Huffy won’t make you friends either, Raven. Thought you wanted to make friends.” Kosey was already moving. Mark didn’t look back as he followed, and Eliora found the butterflies back in her stomach as she brought up the rear. Neither of them was carrying a torch, and no one had cast a Light Spell. They had their own Skills to penetrate the dark. Skills they failed to mention.
It was a small thing. Hardly worth mentioning, but it still put Eliora’s back up. A Marksman could be expected to have vision Skills, and it would be smart for a Shield Warrior to pick some up. Why then did it feel like they were keeping secrets, holding out on her?
Because for all Kosey’s talk of trust, they were still strangers. Of course, they had secrets. Mentally giving herself a shake, Eliora tried to keep her attention on her job. It had been decided, by Kosey, that her Skills as an Assassin were best used in rear watch, given their line-up. She hadn’t argued much, although she did disagree. Kosey was a difficult man to dissuade. He talked over any conversation he didn’t want to hear.
They made excellent time, arriving at the Guardian chamber like they were following a map. The Mana compass Mark held pointed towards the largest concentration of energy in the area, and while they did have to backtrack after two dead ends, it did its job well.
The Dungeon may have grown tougher after its change, but it was still a newbie training ground. With their Levels, the three powered through swarms of Swift Beetles. Mark rarely used his bow, collecting drops while Eliora and Kosey fought. They had already agreed to split the miscellaneous goods at the end of their run.
The Guardian, a bigger version of the Swift Beetles, was where Mark earned his keep. He dropped the flying bug with two arrows and used a barrage of Skills to finish it within seconds.
“XP and drops for the little ones are about double what I would expect for a minor Dungeon. This Guardian is a miser, though.” Kosey pawed through the Guardian’s loot. He took one object for himself before tossing another item, and a few coins to Mark. Standing up, he held a dagger out to Eliora, but held it back when she reached for it. “It’s junk, but we can sell it for a bit. Sure you want it?”
“I'm sure. A spare knife is never a problem.” Eliora took the dagger and put it in a Storage device built into the lining of her cloak.
Kosey’s lips bulged outward, reminding Eliora of a bullfrog, as he pushed his tongue against his lower lip. Spitting, he said, “True. And, it’s your fair loot. Don’t mind me, Raven. I'm a victim of my own expectations. I came here looking for a good time and found a cold fish.”
Eliora bristled at that, and Kosey winked at her. “Not you, Raven. You’re holding up exactly how I thought you would. It’s this damn pit. Dolls and strings and coppers. This was the Guardian’s first date, but it’s paying out like a tax collector. That is to say, not at all.”
“We’re over-leveled. It will be better deep in,” Mark offered, pulling his compass out of his belt pouch.
“It had better be.” Kosey sniffed and grumbled, “Or this is the worst whorehouse I’ve ever been in. Let’s move.”
The second floor did nothing to improve Kosey’s mood. He hated the Ants and the Traps. They didn’t pose much of a challenge, but neither did they pay well. Kosey was thoroughly pissed off by the time the second obstacle made itself known.
Climbing vines while the room filled with water behind, and mosquitoes the size of small dogs diving at you was frustrating as it was. The sight of the chest under forty feet of crystal-clear water pushed the Shield Warrior past annoyance to genuine rage.
“You both saw it. How, by the ash-filled abyss, are we supposed to reach it?” Kosey could not tear himself away from the edge of the lake that had formed.
“Swim,” Mark said helpfully. The water rippled; something large with teeth broke the surface.
“Doesn’t matter if we’re fifteen levels higher than they are. In the water, those chompers will rip through us like hot knives through belly fat.” Kosey thrust the tip of his blade into the water and swished it around, daring the Beasts below to come out on dry land and fight.
“The chest is under hundreds of feet of water by now.” Eliora stayed far away from the lake and its aquatic predators. “We should have dove for it when we first spotted it.”
“Room filled too fast for that. We would have been trying to out-swim these fish if we’d gone back,” Kosey responded. “This is the problem with being first. Someone else will have to solve this. We missed our chance already. Let’s keep going.”
Ants and more Ants, culminating in a vicious battle with a flying silver version as a Guardian. That fight put Kosey’s mood at an all-time low. The Ant Queen soared out of reach of his sword, flinging bolts of energy as she flew overhead. Mark and Eliora had their hands full attacking her with Spells and arrows, which the Queen nimbly dodged. Kosey was relegated to watching their backs and stomping on minions.
Eliora found the man’s attitude odd. A Shield Warrior should be used to such activities. It was their job to keep lesser creatures at bay while the damage dealers went to work. Kosey acted like the position was beneath him, snarling and complaining, cursing at his companions to finish the Guardian faster.
Eliora kept her doubts to herself as they entered the third floor. She kept quiet as Prickly Stick Bugs leaped out from cracks in the wall. She ignored Kosey’s discontent when Bugs broke through his defenses and stabbed at the joints of his armor. She held her tongue when they entered the Guardian’s chamber and confronted the Rock Beetle waiting for them.
She couldn’t hold back anymore when the Guardian fell to her knives. Mark’s arrows had been more irritating to the bug than threatening, and Kosey’s sword had been all but useless. It was an Assassin’s ability to ignore a certain amount of Defensive Rating and her Piercing Stab Skill that cracked the bug’s shell. She had every right to pick up and hand out the drops when the Guardian vanished beneath her attacks.
Kosey didn’t think that way.
“You leave them on the ground!” He shouted as Eliora tossed a quiver to Mark. “I'm leading, I’ll hand out the loot.”
“Three items and some coins,” Eliora began. A wrought-iron bracelet bounced off Kosey’s chest. He refused to catch the item that was meant for him. “An enchanted quiver for an Archer. A defensive
bracelet for a Shield Warrior. It’s the best we’ve seen so far. Why are you so upset?”
“And what did you get?” Kosey challenged. “Maybe the bracelet is for you. You saying an Assassin doesn’t need to worry about her pretty skin being cut. Hand it all over, I'll decide who gets what.”
“It’s a gem.” Eliora held the item in question tightly, refusing to give into Kosey’s demands. “A grey pearl, I think. Probably a Stealth enchantment for armor. Give me a moment to Appraise it and—”
Kosey’s fingers wrapped around her wrist like a vise, painfully tight. “A grey pearl? You haven’t Appraised it yet?”
There was a light in Kosey’s eyes that Eliora didn’t like. The musing in his voice should have been a pleasant change from the growling he had been doing. It wasn’t. His hand had pushed up the sleeve of her shirt and the note in his voice was as unwelcome as the sweaty palm touching her skin.
“Keep your hands off me!” Twisting against his thumb, Eliora broke free and stepped back. “What difference does it make who checks the loot? Do you think I'm stealing from you? What happened to trust, Kosey? You have to give it to get it, yes?”
“The difference is that you’re green, Raven.” A leer split Kosey’s lips, his hands fell to his waist. “Beetles don’t drop pearls. Sometimes though, just sometimes, a freshly evolved Dungeon can drop… show it to me, Raven. Show me, and maybe we can still be friends.”
Eliora took another step back and held the contested item up pinched between her thumb and forefingers. “Look! Just a cheap gem! Not anything to get worked up over.”
Kosey’s face was somber. All except for his eyes. Those stayed on the object in her hand as his head wagged from side to side and were lit with excitement.
“Green, too green.” Kosey made the slightest twisting gesture with his right hand, and Mark, who had been staying clear of the argument, started stepping to the side, boxing Eliora in as he raised his bow.
“I've been wondering why you hide your face, Raven? Is it a pretty one? Did not want to find out this way, hoped you’d show me yourself.” He actually sounded apologetic as he drew his sword.
“You want it. Take it. You can have the pearl, and we'll be quits.” Eliora drew a knife and tried to keep Kosey between her and the arrow that had formed as Mark drew his bowstring. “You can have all the loot. I don’t want anything.”
“Shame. But this is why you shouldn’t delve with strangers and no charter.” A knife filled Kosey’s left hand, his shield forgotten as it hung from a strap over his shoulder,“My fault. Didn’t expect to see… that pearl… in a minor Dungeon. Can’t have you carrying tales, Raven.”
“There’s no need for this.” Eliora dropped the pearl into the pocket of her cloak and drew a second dagger. She used Silent Cast to prepare a Spell in her head. “I haven’t Appraised it. What can I tell you? I don’t even know what has you so worked up.”
“Wish that were true, girl. A description is enough to have Al'dross soldiers chasing Mark and me into the Wilds. Can’t have that, can’t trust the word of a stranger. You understand,” he said it like she should, like it was perfectly normal to murder a group member to silence them.
“Sad thing is, I'm here to recruit. Told the Tiger I should bring the charter along and have potentials sign it right away. He likes to look recruits over first. Wish I could let you sign, let you live, girl… that can’t happen, I'm afraid.”
Eliora cast her Spell and flung herself to the side. Mark’s arrow cracked against the wall where she had been standing as she rolled to her feet, Eliora was confident Shadow Sphere would hide her as she ran towards the exit leading to the next floor. The arrow that cut her cheek and ripped the hood from her head suggested that confidence was misplaced.
She stumbled, almost dropping knives, and dodged to the right to avoid a third arrow. Her eyes were wide as she looked to where Mark and Kosey stood. Their eyes were on her, and a lopsided grin crossed Kosey’s face. She knew a Shield Warrior shouldn’t have been capable of seeing through her Spell. Shadow Sphere covered almost the entire room; she should have been concealed.
“Not a Shield Warrior!” She twirled, holding out the edge of her cloak as another arrow bounced off its enchanted cloth. However, the cloak couldn’t block the force of the projectile, and Eliora bit back a groan as the arrow hit like a fist driving into her kidney.
“No more than Mark is a Marksman, or that his name is Mark for that matter. Are you going to run into the Dungeon? What does that get you?” Kosey seemed in no hurry to close with her as he ambled forward, loosening his wrist by slashing at the air with his sword.
Not much, Eliora admitted to herself. Shadow magic was best at concealment and confusion, effects that were apparently useless against Kosey. Shadows were seriously lacking when it came to attacking. However, she did know a few other Spells, and she cast Ice Web at Mark, spoiling his shot as she rushed for the tunnel.
“What’s the point, Raven? I've had a Tracer on you since we agreed to work together. Where you go, I can follow. Running gets you nothing!”
That was bad news. A Tracer Skill meant Kosey was a Tracker at the very least, although Eliora was doubtful that was all the man had kept from her. The good news was that Tracer Skills had a time limit. Her Spells didn’t hide her from him, but they would still work on Beasts. If she could keep away long enough and the Dungeon’s bugs slowed the two down, Eliora could outlast the Tracer. She might be able to turn the tables when that happened.
If. Might. They weren’t encouraging words. Eliora cast Ice Web twice more without looking back. She ducked her head and activated Dash to increase her speed as she rushed out of the Guardian chamber. The sound of ice breaking on steel sent more adrenaline coursing through her body. Kosey had stopped her Spell. Easily.
She should still be faster than the men, but Stamina would be the deciding factor. Wasn’t it always in a chase? She hoped they would burn more fighting than she did running. She hoped the Tracer wore off before they trapped her in a dead end. Hoping for help was useless. They had entered first and traveled deep. No other parties could have caught up.
All she could do was run.




Chapter Fifty

“That’s it.” Kerry sagged to the floor in the Safe Zone. His borrowed shield became a black ring on his left hand and the chain of his flail vanished, leaving him holding a mace with an off-centered knob on top. “I'm done. No more. Up and down, back and forth, I'm through with it.  Is it just me, or does the floor slope up, coming and going?”
Kerry pulled off his helm and dropped it to the ground. It rolled away as he began vigorously scratching the top of his head. “Are there spiders in my hair? I swear I can feel them crawling all over me.”
“I'm not opposed to calling it a day. Should be morning outside, I could use a hot breakfast.” Felicia began pulling cobwebs off her robe. She wadded them into a ball and stuffed them into her pouch. “Trent?”
Kerry’s helmet came to a stop when it hit Trent’s boots. He kicked it back towards its owner, “It hasn’t been twenty-four hours yet. We could try the fifth floor if the fourth is getting to you.”
Even the always willing Dreq rolled his eyes at that. He plopped to his haunches and leaned against Trent’s legs with a whimper. He panted, his tongue lolling out the side of his mouth, and barked gratefully as Trent knelt to fill a bowl with water.
“The fifth floor is at the other end of this one,” Kerry said over Dreq’s slurping. “The Return Scroll is… What do you know, I have one right here! I don’t know why you’re so stuck on twenty-four hours anyway. For all we know, the extra XP will last for weeks. We can’t spend weeks in here!
“We can’t spend weeks in here, Trent!” Kerry repeated before Trent could disagree. “I need sunlight and fresh air in my life. I need to know the bugs that are crawling on me while I sleep are a normal size, easily squished when I roll over. Help me out here, Felicia!”
“We do need a break,” Felicia sighed. “Resting in Safe Zones doesn’t count. And we won’t leave you here by yourself. Don’t suggest it!”
That had been what Trent was about to suggest. Stymied by Felicia’s order, Trent turned towards the tunnel leading back towards the third floor. Felica and Kerry interpreted the set of his shoulders as Trent gathering an argument for their continued endless battle. They were prepared to counter him and were surprised by his response.
“Someone's coming.”
His words had barely left his lips when a cloaked figure burst into the room. A young girl with silver hair and silver eyes, wide with fright, skidded to a halt before she crashed into Trent. She quickly stopped herself and hurried back to set her shoulders against the wall. The two long daggers in her hands came up defensively as the girl’s lips were pulled back to reveal her teeth.
“Safe Zone!” Kerry called out. The cornered animal glanced at him, but her eyes flickered back to Trent and her daggers stayed out. “This is a Safe Zone! No need for—"
“Shouldn’t be dragging others into our problems, Raven.” A chiding voice entered the room just ahead of two men. “You chose your handle well. Ravens always bring bad luck.”
An Archer and a Warrior stepped into the light of Felicia’s Spell, blinking at the sudden brightness. With sword drawn and arrow nocked, they walked in, dismissing the resting party as harmless and focusing on the girl in the corner.
“Safe Zone!” Kerry stressed, pulling himself to his feet and staring at the readied weapons. “You can’t fight here.”
“Shouldn’t. Not can’t, boy,” the older of the two men sneered. “Stay out of this. None of your concern.”
“Let it go, Kosey!” The girl shifted the points of her daggers to her pursuers. Her eyes stayed on Trent, drifting from the hilts of his swords to his mask. “You can have the gem.”
She sheathed one dagger and reached into the pocket of her cloak, pulling out a small grey sphere. She made to toss it to the man she called Kosey but stopped when he spit on the ground.
“Why did you go and do that, Raven? Didn’t mind killing you in front of witnesses, but you had to go showing off what shouldn’t be seen.”
“Don’t you know what happens when you fight in a Safe Zone?” Kerry eased closer to Trent, putting himself between Felicia and the newcomers. “It breaks the protection. It will bring every Beast in the Trial down on us!”
“Trent Embra, do you remember me?” It had taken Eliora a moment to dig the masked Swordsman’s name out of her memory. “We met on the road to Al’drossford. I was traveling with my aunt.”
“I didn’t like your brother,” Trent said casually. In a confused room filled with the scent of fear and sweat, he stood easy, his steady voice a clear contrast to Kerry’s wobbling one. “I don’t think I like these two either.”
“You’re a cocky one, aren’t you?” Kosey took a good look at Trent. His armor was better than rookies usually wore, and his weapons had an aura of violence around them. The three other kids were saplings, but this Warrior was too relaxed to be discounted. “Think your numbers will help? Should have walked away before the girl drew you in.”
“We don’t have any reason to fight that I can see.” Trent shrugged. At his feet Dreq began to growl. “We shouldn’t fight here. It’s wrong, but if the Archer draws his bowstring, I'll kill him first.”
Kosey lived his life as a member of a chartered company in the Wilds. He came to the settled areas of the Kingdom to find fresh blood to bolster his company’s numbers in the unending struggle to hold territory. He looked down on Adventurers who farmed Dungeons for the Kingdom’s Nobles. The best of them were soft metal in his book.
He had lied to Eliora about his Class and Level. He was a Level 35, split between Tracker and Vanguard. In Bellrise, he expected to have no equals except for a few of the older Guardsmen. He could have cleared this Dungeon by himself and had only brought Eliora along on a whim, a vague sense that she was worth recruiting.
“How did you get ahead of us anyway?” Kosey asked, mostly to buy himself time to think and settle the itch of danger that crept up his back. “Must have been moving fast. Who brings a Dog into a Dungeon?”
Had Trent looked down at the mention of Dreq, Kosey would have slashed at him. Instead, Trent’s hands settled on his hilts, and he stepped forward. “You'll be a little tougher than the Archer. He'll die quick. He'll lose a hand if he keeps tugging his string like that.”
Mark snatched his left hand away from his weapon, his arrow dissipating as the Mana which created it was cut off. Kosey slapped the younger man’s chest with the back of his hand in irritation, almost pricking the Archer’s chin with the dagger he held. Mark had been with the company for three years. He had faced worse than a town-bound Adventurer. He shouldn’t be intimidated by the Swordsman.
Kosey tried to make his chuckle light, to keep the anger and tension he was feeling hidden but failed. “You convinced me. You and your friends can walk out of here. The girl stays.”
An Adventurer faced their own problems in a Dungeon. There were no laws, no expectation to offer aid. Eliora could see her help vanishing with Kosey’s words. “He wants this gem. It’s yours if you stand with me!”
She tossed the grey sphere to Trent, who caught it without looking. Kosey followed the round bauble with his eyes, his face darkening.
“Alright,” he conceded, “you toss me the gem, keep the girl. We all walk away.”
“This?” Trent rolled the item in question between his fingers. “You leave, and I'll hand it to your friend. You need a Return Scroll?”
“I'm not leaving without that gem!”
Never turn your back to pick up a dropped weapon, and never give up your weapon because an enemy tells you to. Trent was fairly certain that was the principle Cullen would apply to this situation. Once the gem was in Kosey’s hands, the man would be free to act as he pleased. Fear of Eliora, and now Trent, escaping with his prize was all that kept the older man talking.
“Then we fight, the Archer dies, the Safe Zone’s protection goes away, and a hundred Beasts attack us all at once. Are you ready?” Trent put the gem in his pouch and drew his swords. He would have attacked right away if they had been farther into the fourth floor. He hated talking like this. The Safe Zone was all that held him in place. He wouldn’t break the peace first.
The veins on Kosey’s forehead bulged, his knuckles whitened, they gripped his weapons so fiercely.
“Hundreds from this floor. Hundreds more from the third,” Kerry gulped, and his shield shimmered into place in his arm. “We’re right in the middle. They won’t take long to reach us.”
“Shut your fat face, lard ass!” Kosey shouted, pointing his sword in Kerry’s direction. It was an impotent gesture and he knew it.
“Back up, we're leaving,” he hissed at Mark. Backing into the dark, he cast one threat as he sheathed his weapons and took out a Scroll. “This isn’t over, boy! You want to live through the next time, you'd better be ready to hand it to me.”
Eliora held her breath until the glare of magic from a return scroll being used faded. Even then, she eased her way around for a better view, confirming the tunnel was empty before exhaling and slumping to the ground.
“I'm not fat!” Kerry called at the unoccupied tunnel. “Tell them I'm not fat, Felicia!”
“They’re gone, Kerry. Don’t worry, I'm sure with a couple a of level-ups that baby pudge will go away.” Felicia turned away from Kerry’s indignant scoffing to address Eliora. “You set us up!”
“I didn’t mean to. I didn’t want to die,” Eliora said weakly. “Thank you, though. Especially you, Trent Embra. I don’t suppose you’ll sell me that cowl now?”
“No, it’s not for sale.” Trent tugged at his mask. “Your name is Eliora Al—"
“Raven! I'm going by Raven now,” Eliora hurriedly kept him from saying her full name. If she thought exposing her identity would keep her safe, she would have used it to hold off Kosey. The fact was, Royalty was not universally loved. Her Guards were far away, and without them her name could bring more trouble than it would solve.
“It would be better to go by Eliora.” Felicia clicked her tongue. “Raven is overused. It’s practically a cliché.”
“It’s what I chose.” Eliora tossed her head, irritated by Felicia’s attitude “How are you called?”
“She’s Felicia Ithruen.” Kerry’s hand settled on his friend’s shoulder. “But everyone calls her the Ivy Witch.”
Kerry grunted as Felicia’s elbow found a hole in his armor.
“No one calls me that,” she hissed. “But everyone I meet from now on is going to call you Kerry Moss, the Lard Wall.”
“I thought it was a good nickname,” Kerry grumbled, rubbing his side. “Ivy and Moss. We will call Trent the Dark Rose and our party, Brambles and Thorns. Why lard? Why does that word keep coming up?”
“The Dark Rose?” Felicia’s jaw dropped. “Why would we call Trent that? It’s ridiculous!”
“His shirt, you saw the shirt, right?” Kerry gestured towards Trent’s arms. “We will have to get him more, but he knows a girl that will embroider them for him. It can be our signature. Or hey! Sewing is your thing, right? You can do it!”
“Excuse me,” Eliora said, before Felicia could build up the steam to tell Kerry exactly what she thought of that idea. “You three are a party? A permanent one? Do you have a charter?”
“No charters!” Kerry said, venom dripping from his tongue. “But, yeah, we are. There’s four of us, though, can’t discount Dreq.”
Dreq’s tail wagged happily until Eliora said, “You count the Dog? But you think I’m silly because I go by Raven?” It was at that moment that Dreq’s ire moved away from Kerry and settled on the silver-haired girl.
“People who pick teammates that turn on them shouldn’t judge,” Felicia sniffed.
Eliora laughed, leaning back and crossing her fingers behind her head. “That’s fair. It was the rush to clear a new Dungeon. Blinded me. I should have known better. Are you all students at the Academy?”
“She and I were.” Kerry rolled his shoulders. “I think we’ve missed the deadline for the new term. Not that it matters, I suppose.”
“Why’s that? What are your plans?”
No answer. Felicia and Kerry turned to look at Trent. Trent looked back and scratched his jaw.
Eliora saw it all and smiled to herself. Here was her chance. Two Warriors and a Mage. They needed a Rogue. More than that, they needed direction. They might not accept her lead right away, but with a few suggestions to break the ice, they would fall into line.
Trent would be the deciding factor. She realized it was his presence that drove off Kosey, and Trent that the others looked too. He clearly was uncomfortable holding the reins. They should slip out of his hands and into hers with a light tug.
“Haven’t decided yet?” She purred, “Why don’t you let me treat you to a meal? Is there a good restaurant in town? I haven’t had a chance to explore yet. Unless you intend to keep delving.”
“A meal would be good.” Felicia tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear.
Kerry shuffled his feet, pushing his flail into his belt. “We were talking about going back.”
Trent shrugged. His blood still boiled from the confrontation. He looked down at Dreq and the Dog yawned back at him.
“It’s settled then!” Eliora clapped her hands and surged to her feet. “The finest restaurant in town! My treat!”
That was her in. Money was not something she lacked. All Adventurers getting started needed a sponsor. The state of Kerry’s armor demonstrated that. From sponsor and teammate, it was a short step to leader.
Trent would probably be grateful when she took over. He seemed shy.
**********
“I said the finest restaurant.” Eliora dragged her heels as Kerry led the way into the Guildhall, “Money is no object.”
“That's why we’re here,” Kerry said over his shoulder. “We would head to the Pig for stew on the cheap. I don’t think any of the inns have food this time of day.”
“The Guild is the only place with a menu in Bellrise,” Felicia explained, a little more familiar with what was bothering Eliora. “Everywhere else, you eat what they serve, and they serve at specific times.”
“That’s strange for a Dungeon town, isn’t it?” Eliora had to raise her voice to be heard over the din in the hall. “Adventurers keep their own schedule.”
“Not in Bellrise,” Felicia called back. “Here, the Academy sets the pace, and students are studying, not eating, this time of day.”
“There you are, Meat! I was beginning to think you had died. Another day and I’d have written you off as crow bait.”
“Or they should be,” Felicia muttered too low to be heard. “What is this jackass doing here?”
“Why aren’t you at the Academy?” Kerry was at a loss to suddenly be confronted by a face he knew he would have to see soon. Soon but not right now! He wasn’t prepared yet!
Although the room was too crowded to swagger properly, somehow the young man with the longsword at his hip managed, pushing through where he could and sidestepping around those men who shouldn’t be offended.
Trent, standing just behind Kerry, felt his hands twitch to his swords at the Warrior’s shouted greeting. Another person would have assumed the words were spoken in jest. They would have seen the bright smile on the black-haired Warrior’s face and thought he was speaking to a friend.
Trent was different. Trent listened. He heard the contempt and arrogance beneath the words. They caused his hand to curl into a fist. He didn’t need an introduction to know this was Jace, the leader of Kerry’s chartered party.
“What happened to your armor?” Jace sauntered in front of Kerry and took in the state of his equipment. “Have you been falling down again? Do you know how much it’s going to cost to repair… to replace that plate?”
“What do you care?” Kerry’s eyes glowered sullenly at Jace’s reproach. “I pay for my own equipment. It won’t cost you anything.”
“I care,” Jace said, poking at a
rent in Kerry’s breastplate, “because we have a reservation to enter the Dungeon tomorrow at noon. If you can’t get it replaced by then, you’ll hold up the party. I won’t have that, Meat. They say the Dungeon is paying silver! You will go in naked before I let you hold us up.”
“And what’s this?” Jace slapped the ball of Kerry’s flail where it hung at his waist. “Did you waste money on a mace? Your job is to draw aggro and take hits. What do you need a mace for?”
Trent missed Kerry’s explanation that his weapon wasn’t a mace. His mind was buzzing with a remembered memory. He was looking at an open field from atop a wagon bed, and behind him, Senior Guardsmen were talking while Recruits tried to sleep.
Cullen said Trent listened too well. He listened and remembered. It was hard to fault him for it, but it had caused problems in the past. Trent could not hear Kerry now because his ears were full of Cullen telling a story, or as Trent understood it, imparting lessons to the Guardsman.
“You’ve all seen the kind of face I’m talking about. It’s the type that screams for a punch the way a parched man begs for water. Personally, I’ve never been one to deny a thirsty man a drink. A good man never holds out when another is in need. Laid the bastard out flat…”
Trent was overjoyed to finally see an example of the type of face Cullen had been talking about. He had been afraid he would miss it if he ever encountered it because Cullen had been sparse on what the man looked like. Trent assumed he had left out the details because Cullen had been talking to Senior Guardsmen after all. They were experienced men who didn’t need things spelled out for them like Trent did.
Fortunately for Jace, Felicia was nearly as good at observing as Trent was at listening. She caught Trent’s wrist before he could draw back his arm.
“This isn’t the Dungeon.” She leaned in and put her mouth next to Trent’s ear. “Not saying he doesn’t deserve it… just not in town. Not where Guardsmen can see, at least.”
Trent nodded and relaxed his fist. “Got it. This is an in the dark, from behind, with a stick so you don’t get scum on your hands, situation. Thank you,” Trent whispered back to Felicia.
He patted the hand that held his sleeve gratefully. He shot a glance at the green orb on the Questing Pillar. He had almost broken the truce. It had seemed like the right thing to do, and it was, according to the doctrine of Cullen that Trent strove to live his life by. It was good to have clarification on an aspect where doctrine parted from decent rules of the hunt.
Felicia wasn’t sure why she was being thanked. She kept hold of Trent’s wrist but soon it was to restrain the slap she wanted to unleash. She had never liked Jace. Knowing what she knew now, and hearing him berate Kerry, he became more despicable by the moment.
“Get rid of it. Sell it and donate the money to the group purse.” Jace rubbed his face with both hands, the picture of a frustrated mentor dealing with an idiotic student. “The last thing we need is you swinging a flail in tight quarters. You are more likely to hit us than a Beast. Stick to what you are good at. Think meaty thoughts and stand still.”
Felicia couldn’t take it anymore. “Is this how your party leader talks to all his team, Kerry? I don’t know that I want to read the charter, much less sign it, if that’s the case.
She emphasized the word charter to remind Kerry why he had been nervously tapping the pouch, which held three gold, ever since they had left the Dungeon. Kerry’s head jerked, and the edges of his mouth twitched at the thought of slamming those circles of gold on the table and watching Jace’s smug face fall. Kerry didn’t actually break into a grin, though. Jace might be losing a meat shield, but three gold were sure to buy plenty of consolation.
Kerry would miss the coins. He had fought hard not to grow attached. He had known naming them was a mistake. He was going to hate seeing Yellow, Shiny, and Precious in Jace’s grubby mitts. He hoped they would understand and that Jace would trade them to a worthy owner soon.
“You want to join my party, Felicia?” Jace peered over Kerry’s shoulder, his expression blank. The sight of Felicia without her customary floppy hat, a rare thing in the Academy, brought a gleam to his eye. Many young Adventurers had tried to catch the half-elf unguarded. It was a face worth looking at.
“Holly won’t like it, but I can bring her around.” The charm was back. Jace was smooth smiles and gracious words as he stepped around Kerry. “Are these two with you as well? Kerry said he had found someone with Detect Traps. We can use a spotter. I was only expecting one, though.”
“We are, and we both have the Skill.” Eliora took the chance to connect herself more closely to the group she was trying to join. It didn’t take sixteen years of royal intrigue to see the undercurrents at play, or to recognize that Felicia was too forthright to spar with this Warrior.
“Raven,” she introduced herself, “and this is Trent. You lead a chartered party. May we see the terms?”
“Of course.” To Jace’s credit, he didn’t stare into Eliora’s hood long. A single glance upon hearing her voice was all he allowed himself. “I’m here checking for new Quests. The others are holding a table at the Pig. Shall we join them?”
“The Pig? That’s a tavern. I imagine it’s noisy this time of day,” Eliora countered, ignoring the swirling chaos in the Guild. ”And the light is probably poor as well, yes? It’s a simple signature. We can borrow the corner of a counter to sign. Cleaner signatures that way.”
She hooked her arm through Jace’s and led the unresisting Warrior towards the Guild Attendant’s station. There was no way she would sign another person’s charter, but given what she had seen so far, neither would Felicia or Trent.
“You do have the charter with you, right?” Eliora slid a copper to a disapproving Guild Attendant who did not appreciate her commandeering his section of the counter. The man frowned at the coin but didn’t chase her away and slipped the copper out of sight with a sniff.
It was an art, one Eliora was good at. She implied with tone and body language that a responsible leader would never let an important document get far from his control. Jace responded to the tilt of her head and the lilt of her voice by reaching into his belt pouch and removing a much-folded bundle of papers.
“I always have it with me.” Jace smoothed the papers out and flipped to the last page. Four signatures and a circular drawing at the bottom were all the paper contained. Eliora began to get a picture of what was going on by watching the hurried way Jace concealed the particulars of the charter. How bad were the terms that they had to be hidden?
“We are an established team, I’m afraid,” Jace said, clasping his hands. His eyebrows drew together apologetically. “The leadership roles have already been taken. We do have plans to expand. Earlier signatories will be the first considered when sub-leader positions open up. Do you have a quill? Should I borrow one?”
Sub-leaders? An archaic term. Teams nowadays preferred lieutenant. It confirmed rank without any implying inferiority. This Jace was really a piece of work. He hadn’t even asked her what her Class and Level were. Eliora almost blew her careful leading of the man by grabbing the charter to study the terms. She would never sign, but she wanted to find out if what she imagined was as bad as what was written.
“Before they sign,” Kerry gently nudged Eliora away from the counter and took her place, “you should point out how reasonable the escape clause is.”
“Just three coins,” Kerry’s hand slapped down on the charter, preventing Jace from tugging it away. “Three coins, and you can’t be stopped from examining the charter any time you would like. It’s written in bold print on the first page. Members always have access. I will demonstrate that right, now.”
Kerry pushed Jace’s hand away. “Three coins, just like these three. You place them in the circles like this. One, two, three. Then announce your intention to quit. The words don’t matter. You can say what you want. For instance.” Kerry sucked in air until his lungs felt like bursting, and shouted, “I quit, you lying coward. May Infernal Vultures eat your liver, you sheep fornicating bastard!”
“You’ve been practicing that for days, haven’t you?” Felicia hid her face in her hands. “Is that the best you could come up with?”
“Don’t spoil this for me, Felicia!” Kerry lifted a finger in her direction without lowering his voice. He could be heard across the Guild and all eyes turned his way. “I have seen this man cast lustful eyes at cows…”
“Cows and sheep? Why were you at a farm together?”
“…Shut up, Felicia… I’ve watched him… him…damn it. I did practice for days and you ruined it. What kind of friend are you?”
“Are you two done? I hope you don’t regret this, Kerry!” The blood of anger and embarrassment that flooded Jace’s face stole the arrogant elegance he always tried to present.
Jace snatched up the charter with one hand. His sudden motion sent the coins rolling away. His other hand grabbed for the escaping gold pieces. His eyes went wide when Eliora’s nimble fingers plucked them away. “What do you think you are doing? That’s my coin!”
“Is it? What does the charter say?” Eliora began to juggle the three coins as she stepped backward. “If it says pay, then yes, they are yours. But if it only says to put three gold in the circle, then they still belong to Kerry. Easy to clear up, show us the charter.”
“We will need a reliable witness. How about a Guardsman? That one should do.” Eliora ducked behind Trent. “Excuse me, Sir, can you settle a dispute for us?”
Jace plowed into Trent as he chased Eliora. Trent’s feet didn’t move so much as an inch, and Jace fell backward, clutching his bruised shoulder. His bruised ego was what sent his hand towards his sword.
“If that blade leaves the sheath, I'll make you eat it.” It was hard to say what froze Jace in place, the words or the hopeful, cheerful way they were delivered. It sounded like the masked man was offering to do him a favor and was eager for the opportunity, not threatening his health.
“After that, I'll arrest you both for disturbing the peace.” Sergeant Gaffney, off duty but still in uniform, got a good look at Trent as he came over. “Strike that. You, I will throw in lockup for a day.” Gaffney pointed a finger at Trent as a space opened around the quarreling group. That finger shifted to Jace. “You, I will have buried. Doesn’t the Academy teach students to pick your fights these days? This one will eat you for lunch.”
Seeing Jace release his sword, Gaffney nodded. Then, not pleased to be called to work when he was popping in for a bite on his way home, he gave his best no-nonsense frown as he asked, “What’s the problem here? Make it fast!”
“No problem,” Jace choked out as he stuffed the charter into his pouch without folding it. There was no way he could let a town official see it. He had had to bribe a Guild Attendant to have it written up. One look from a Guardsman would see him hauled away to face the Duke’s justice in Al’drossford. “It’s a misunderstanding.”
“Misunderstanding, my foot!” Eliora would have continued, but Felicia grabbed her sleeve to silence her.
“My friend here was just saying that Trent was twice the Swordsman this one will ever be.” Felicia jerked a thumb towards Jace and sent a smile fluttering at Gaffney, “It caused some hard feelings.”
“Keep your arguments to the ring, and keep ‘em bloodless,” Gaffney said gruffly, a knowing light in his eye. He frowned at Eliora. “And you! Guardsmen aren’t at your beck and call for petty disputes.”
With that, Gaffney spun on his heel and stalked away. Jace glowered at the group, then followed stiffly.
“Do you have Quests to turn in?” The line in front of the disapproving Guild Attendant had disappeared with the arrival of a Guard Sergeant. The man’s cloudy face had cleared at the chance to hear some gossip about these events while still handling business.
Trent held his hand up and stepped to the counter. “I do, but… I'll need more space.”
“Come with me, young man!” Waving his hand, the attendant led Trent towards a back room.
Kerry stopped Dreq from following, nearly earning himself a bite, and called out, “We'll take Dreq and hold a table, Trent. Don’t worry! You'd like that, huh pup, getting some food?”
Kerry and Felicia pulled the unhappy Dog and a smoldering Eliora to the common area and found a table near the back. Eliora held her tongue the whole way. No one missed the steam that rolled off her, though. Her anger pushed people from their path, making the walk to the commons much easier than was normal in the Guildhall.
However, once seated, Eliora could not hold it in. She leaned forward and said in a loud whisper, “What was that? Three gold is an outrageous price! It’s practically illegal! And if that is the only illegal clause, I'll eat my cloak! I thought this was a lawful territory.”
“It is,” Felicia said calmly, holding up a hand to beckon the waitress. “The Al'dross are as fair as Nobles get, but Adventurers do not report other Adventurers while standing in the Guildhall. It’s not done.”
“So that’s it? That snake gets away with it?” Eliora fumed, “How is that right?”
“Get away with it? I thought he would.” Kerry stared at Felicia with new-found admiration. “I had planned to spread the word quietly. But you? That was pure brilliance. Did you and Gaffney talk about it beforehand? When did you find the time?”
The waitress arrived. Felicia ordered a round of drinks and requested a menu, waiting for the women to leave earshot before answering, “Thank the Sergeant. I just piled on. I wouldn’t have thought of it myself.”
“I missed something,” Eliora relaxed her clenched fists and tapped at the table. “What did I miss?”
“Jace is proud of his place in the Academy.” Felicia’s lips curled upwards. “Top Warrior every year he's attended. And that sword he was wearing is new. The senior students just got back from a field exercise. I imagine Jace won the blade.”
“He didn’t buy it, that’s for sure.” Kerry cracked his knuckles and muttered, “Not when I was in the Dungeon, unable to fill the communal purse for him.”
“So, when the Sergeant said Trent would eat the arrogant jerk for lunch, and you said Trent was twice the swordsman…” Pride Eliora could understand. Playing off pride was an old tactic of court politics. She did not expect to see such underhanded tricks here. “You talk as if the Sergeant did it intentionally.”
“Gaffney is an old hand. He knows Adventurers,” Kerry said, craning his neck to spot the waitress, who still hadn’t brought their drinks though almost a whole minute had passed. “He knows Jace won’t be able to stomach a taunt like that.”
“Doesn’t that mean we'll have to fight him on his terms, on grounds he picks?” Eliora bit her lower lip? “Is that wise? Wouldn’t reporting him—"
“Not in the Guildhall, not over this. This is personal,” Kerry interrupted, slapping the table as he growled.
Kerry missed the “we” in Eliora’s words, but Felicia did not. Her eyes narrowed at the Assassin casually including herself in the group. She didn’t comment on it. “When Jace arrives, he'll think he’s ready. He will tell this story to his friends and gloss over the fear he felt when Trent threatened him. Holly and Silas will build up his confidence and egg him on. They won’t be subtle.”
“And when they come…” Kerry rapped on the table and spoke like he was trying to convince himself. “If we can, we should try and get Trent to spare them. They’re a bunch of bastards, but they don’t deserve to die.”




Chapter Fifty-One

Kerry’s ominous and doubt-filled comment caused a moment of silence to fall on the table, and while it went on, the waitress deposited their drinks along with a sheet of paper listing the day’s menu. She tossed a bone under the table for Dreq, on the house, and the Dog thanked her with a yip. The silence stretched out as the two-legged party members sipped their drinks and passed the menu around.
Trent was a long time coming, and when he took his seat, the air got heavier. He thought it was his fault though he couldn’t say why. Felicia cast a guilty look Trent’s way, undecided as to whether her earlier words had been a set up for Trent or for Jace. Eliora pursed her lips, and tugged the hood of her cloak, considering how she could take control of a group that seemed to fear their party leader.
Kerry mostly wondered if Trent would hold Jace’s arms while he hit the prick. Did he even need the help? He had more XP saved than he had earned in six months at the Academy. He would be able to reach Level 10 easily once he had a quiet moment to spend the accumulated Experience. It would take him days to allocate all the Free Attribute Points he would get in a way that would not overwhelm him.
That turned his thoughts to a game that was played in the Academy. He lost track of what was going on, only coming out of his fog to order a plate when the waitress returned to collect their orders. Kerry chose that moment to speak. He squinted to draw Felicia’s attention and knocked his knuckles on the table. “Thirty!”
Felicia blinked blankly at first before she caught on to Kerry’s meaning. She returned Kerry’s squint and folded her fingers together on the table. “With or without your weapon? In that armor?”
“With my weapon, of course.” Kerry rolled his eyes. “New, better armor.”
“Standard deployment. Twenty Warriors, five Rogues, Four Mages, and a Healer?” Kerry nodded at the question, leaning back from the table to let the waitress place a bowl of stew in front of him.
Felicia accepted her own plate and gestured at Kerry with her fork, saying, “Defend!” before tucking into her meal.
Watching the rest dig in, Kerry mournfully pushed a hunk of meat around his bowl. He sighed as he continued the game he had started. “First three warriors fall quickly, they don’t expect the chain of my flail to grow.”
“They adapt,” Felicia said around a mouthful of vegetables. “Two Mages cast Firebolt, the third… say, Earthen Spike. Rogues split to get behind you.”
“Firebolts I catch on my shield.” Kerry waved his spoon in the air. “Earthen Spike is a slow Spell; I avoid it. I catch two of the Rogues off-guard with a swing, and in a moment of brilliance, throw a third on the spike. I charge the other two and bash them with my shield.”
“Excuse me,” Eliora tapped her plate with her fork, “what are you talking about?”
“It’s a game,” Felicia covered her lips with a napkin, embarrassed by the chewed vegetables that tried to spill from her mouth. “How many Level 1s can you defeat in an hour. Kerry is currently cheating, and he is still about to be overrun.”
“How am I cheating?” He had taken the opportunity to shovel stew into his mouth and was not at all embarrassed by the gravy that began running down his chin. “You’re confusing cheating with winning!”
“You say Charge and Bash like you have the Skills,” Felicia challenged. “Unless you picked up new Skills when I wasn’t looking, you don’t.”
“Did I say I used a Skill? I don’t remember that. You can hit someone with a shield, and charge without Skills!” Gravy spilled across the table as he defended himself, gesturing with his spoon like it was a club.
“Then the Rogues Dodge your charge and use Backstab.” Felicia dabbed at gravy, which flecked her face. “Warriors close in from behind. The Mages cast Firebolt again.”
“Level 1 Rogues with Backstab, I don’t think so,” Kerry complained. “And you just said they were using Dodge! One Skill per is standard!”
“You can dodge without a Skill,” Felicia mimicked Kerry’s earlier tone. “Consulting the judges on Backstab.” She held up a finger and stared at the ceiling. “Judges say it’s possible, attack is allowed!”
“Judges were bribed,” Kerry muttered, chewing a piece of carrot. “Fine, I use my flail, and lengthening the chain, wrap it around a Rogues leg. I use him to block the Spells before flinging him into the oncoming Warriors!”
“Are you strong enough for that?”
“I will be at Level 10!”
“And your Basic Flail Skill will be the same regardless of your Level!”
Kerry saw the announcement of “Attack failed!” coming long before he finished saying, “My Basic Flail is at Level 3.”
The argument grew from there. Trent and Eliora ate bemused as insults, challenges, and rebuttals flew across the table. Kerry claimed one-hit instant kills, and Felicia swatted them out of the air, restoring downed Level Ones with the sentence, “You’re forgetting the Healer!”
Mage Spells slipped off Kerry’s shield. Felicia removed the protective gear with an axe blow. Kerry tried to throw a Warrior across the field to knock out the Spell Casters. Felicia called for a Strength check and then calmly had the wind blow the Warrior back into Kerry when his numbers didn’t add up.
It soon dissolved into bargaining.
“Ten at most, Kerry, and that with no Healer and one Mage!”
“Okay, I admit, thirty was reaching, but you’ve got to give me twenty. Two per level is fair!”
“It’s fair if you can defeat two opponents your own Level. Can you?”
Kerry tapped his empty bowl with his spoon. “Fifteen then. Ten Warriors, three Rogues, and two Casters.”
“The Rogues trip you after the Mages blind you with Flash Ball. Once you are on the ground they pile on and pummel you.” Felicia was merciless in her assault.
“Oh, come on! It’s a game, Felicia!” Kerry whined, slapping the table. “Why are you making it so hard? Back me up here, Trent, tell her I can beat fifteen!”
Trent had been staring at his empty plate. He looked up at Kerry’s demand for assistance. “You shouldn’t play this game here.”
“See, Trent believes in me… wait, what? Why not?” Kerry fumbled the spoon he thrust at Felicia and nearly dropped it.
“Because you are announcing to the entire bar all of your strengths and weaknesses,” Eliora said in a hushed tone. She hadn’t wanted to point it out herself, but now that the topic had been brought up, she was quick to bring an end to the game.
Eliora’s gaze flickered to Trent, wondering if he had figured out like she had, the purpose of this game. Students competed in Academies. She was impressed that one of those students had come up with a way to get their fellows to spill all their tactics in such an innocuous way.
Admiration fled as Eliora caught sight of Trent’s face. His hood was still up, but he had removed his mask to eat. She had never seen him without the silver covering before. Seeing his plainly Al’rashian features and violet eyes now, she settled back in her chair, words of reproach changing to a gasp.
Trent tightened up at the sharp inhalation, uncertain of what prompted it. He cast a puzzled look at Eliora before saying, “She’s right.”
Felicia blushed and hunched her shoulders. She had been so caught up in the normalcy of the game she had forgotten where they were. The wordplay that students used to brag during breaks was usually played amongst friends and never in the open. Not since the last team competition, at least. She knew better than to play it in the Guild.
“Maybe she is.” Kerry slouched in his chair. “I could still take fifteen.”
“I’m tired,” Trent announced suddenly. He pushed his chair away from the table and stood up. “I think I'll leave now.”
“Ah.” Eliora shivered and came back from whatever thoughts had sealed her lips. She half stood, saying, “So soon? I was hoping we could chat a bit. Get to know each other.”
“Tomorrow. I have things to do before I can sleep. Things that can’t wait.” Trent eyes pushed the cloaked girl back into her chair. He reached into his pouch and withdrew the pearl which had spilt apart Eliora’s party. “I thought about giving this back to you.”
Trent tossed the pearl into the air, and eyes all around the room watched it go up. Trent snatched it out of the air and tucked it away. “I've decided to keep it. If that’s a problem, there’s no need to get to know one another.”
“It’s not,” Eliora said hurriedly. “A problem, that is. But are you sure you must leave? We have a chance to collaborate. I've been trying to find a trustworthy team to work with. I haven’t had much luck yet.”
“You should talk with them,” Trent gestured at Kerry and Felicia. His eyes focused on the far corner of the room, and he seemed to forget the three seated in front of him.
“We were hoping you would want to keep working together, Trent.” Felicia tried to draw his attention back to the group. “We can go with you to settle your errands and talk afterward.”
“In the morning,” Trent said abruptly. “Or later. We need to split our earnings from the Trial. We can talk then, but I need a few hours alone. You can meet me… Do you remember the red boulder near where they held the Burning, Kerry? I'll be there later this evening.”
“Why not stay at an inn?” Kerry said to Trent’s back as he started to walk away. “Inns are more comfortable than fields.”
“The boulder, in a few hours,” Trent replied without looking. He tapped the side of his thigh so Dreq would know his words were not meant for him, and the Dog left the cover of the table to rush to Trent’s side. “Don’t come too early.”
Slipping through the crowd with Dreq, Trent heard Kerry mumble about how grass was no substitute for a bed, and he tugged his mask into place to cover his grin. Kerry, at least, would be coming. Trent found himself looking forward to the company. Trent’s grin slipped as he realized what Kerry’s complaint implied.
Were inns places with beds? Beds that anyone could sleep in? He had seen signs and walked by quite a few buildings that said they were inns on his way to Bellrise. Could he have been sleeping on a soft bed all this time? Why hadn’t anyone told him that?
Stepping out of the Guild and into the street, Trent tried not to think about warm blankets and soft straw-filled mattresses. It had been months since he last slept indoors. He was used to rolling up in a fur on the ground, but he could remember beds.
He had been much smaller when the servant’s quarters in Michael’s chambers had been assigned to him. The last time he had slept under a roof, he was still under Level 1. He might not fit in a bed. Trent shook his head irritably. Of course, he would!  The bed in the Keep’s infirmary was large enough. Trent had trouble climbing out of it. It would probably be just about the right size now.
It was midday, and the streets were filled. Dreq pranced beside him as Trent made his way towards the gates. The Dog used eyes and nose to examine the busy thoroughfare while Trent walked like a man on a mission, his neck stiff, eyes glued to the road in front of him. He stopped twice. Once at a stall to purchase a handful of potions and again at a woodcutter.
With potions, a bundle of firewood, and three rounds of wood safely secured, Trent nodded to the Guards and exited Bellrise. He left the hard-packed road and set off across the fields.
Dreq bounced through the grass, chasing bugs and birds. It bothered him that Trent walked so stiffly. He knew better than to question the pace. Dreq kept his mouth shut and enjoyed the not quite leisurely stroll. When traveling with Trent, such simple activities were rare.
The destination Trent had picked was not far from the gates. A mile, maybe less, a distance quickly covered by ground-swallowing strides. Finding the location where the Festival of the Fall had been held was a simple matter. Grass, trampled flat by the feet of Farmers, and signs of temporary structures were everywhere. The land was still recovering from the festivities of six days ago. An expert Tracker was not needed to find evidence of celebration.
The grass around the red boulder still stood tall and waved in the wind. No one had come near it during the day’s activities. The Farmers hadn’t avoided it specifically. It was more like the rock was set aside for other purposes, ones not connected with the festival.
Trent set up his camp fifty feet from the boulder at the base of a small hill. He dug a pit with Earth Manipulation, lined the edge with stones, and placed the wood rounds he had purchased around it. Anyone watching, had they seen him with the others in the Guild, would assume he was setting out seats for his friends and wonder which of the group would be left without a chair.
Trent tossed his bundle of firewood beside the pit. He made no move to light a fire. He had bought the wood on a whim. It saved him the trouble of gathering sticks from the forest, which was another four or five miles away, but the day was still warm.
“When they get here, stay behind me, don’t get involved.” Trent swung his arms and rolled his wrists. “It might be best for you to hide somewhere.”
Dreq sat with his back to the camp site and boulder. His head tilted to the side as he asked, “Who… is… coming? Kerry?”
“No,” Trent settled his hands on his hilts, “the ones from the Trial.”
“Spotted us, huh?” A man’s voice, followed by the man himself, stepped out from behind the boulder. “That why you put on the show, tossing the seed into the air like that. It was to let us know you had it. Cocky and brave, not a good combination.”
A second man popped up on top of the rock, a bow in his hand. “He threatened me, Kosey. Let’s kill him and be done with it.”
“Hold on.” Kosey lifted a hand to stop the impatient Mark. “We’re recruiting, remember. A little talk won’t hurt anything. This one is interesting.”
Kosey plucked a long piece of grass and placed it in the corner of his mouth. “They called you Trent, right? You feel like a little chat, Trent? Don’t mind my partner. You scared him in the Dungeon, and he is holding a grudge.”
Kosey took Trent’s silence for assent and continued speaking in a lazy drawl, “Scared me some, too. That makes you interesting. Then I see you here, talking to your Dog.”
His eyes shifted to Dreq who had slunk behind Trent and was growling with teeth bared. “Lots of men talk to their dogs, not often you see the Dog talk back. That makes you worth talking to. Makes me glad I didn’t have Mark shoot you in the back once we were out of sight of the Guards.”
Kosey paused, giving Trent a chance to chime in. When Trent remained silent, the corners of Kosey’s eyes crinkled in irritation. “You led us here. You must have a plan, but an arrow in the back would have sorted you out. Didn’t you think of that?”
“It wouldn’t have worked out for you,” Trent answered, a hint of a laugh in his voice. “You’re not as far from the Guards as you think you are.”
That straightened Kosey from his easy slouch. He looked up at Mark whose head swiveled, trying to spot anyone approaching. When the archer shook his head, Kosey’s face twisted into an unfriendly grin.
“You had me there for a second.” He spat the stalk of grass he had been chewing. “Thought we had walked into a trap. You’re good at bluffing. But we’re done with all that now.” Kosey sneered. “You can hand me the seed, and we can talk about you joining the group I work for. It’s that, or we take the seed and leave your body here for the crows to eat and the Farmers to find.”
“It’s a seed?” Trent’s right hand left his hilt and touched his pouch. “What do you grow with it?”
“It’s the threats, isn’t it?” Kosey sighed. “I'm off my game. The damned Dungeon got me all worked up and turned out to be just a tease. It’s made me unfriendly. I frightened off the girl, and now I’ve got you willing to fight for a marble you don’t know the worth of.
“Should have listened to you.” Kosey looked up at Mark. “Never thought I’d say that. Go ahead and kill him. The seed and a new set of swords will cheer me up. Then we can focus on what we came here for.”
Mark didn’t need to be told twice. He was pulling his bow and was forming an arrow before Kosey finished speaking. One arrow became five as he released it, and Mark’s lips spread in a vicious grin as his shot sped towards Trent.
Mark gasped and doubled over as a burning pain ripped through his abdomen. He was grateful for the hand which gently relieved him of his bow, freeing his own hands to clutch at his stomach. Blood flowed over his fingers, and Mark grunted as his legs trembled beneath him.
The second line of fire at the back of his neck was less intense. Mark barely felt the blade that severed his head. He felt nothing at all as his face bounced off the boulder and rolled to the ground below. He wouldn’t feel anything, ever again.
Kosey was bending to pluck a new blade of grass when five arrows slammed into the dirt. The dirt, and not the body of a certain cocky Swordsman. One moment Trent had been standing there with nowhere to run, and the next, he was gone. Kosey was left staring at five arrows still quivering from the force of their delivery. All five vanished as the head of the Archer who fired them rolled over to nudge Kosey’s boot.
It would have frozen many men in place. It did stall Kosey briefly. However, the sound of a sword returning to its sheath and the creak of a bow being drawn stirred him. Reflexes honed by long years traveling the Wilds had Kosey spinning as he drew his sword and long knife. His blades flashed, cutting three arrows from the air and Kosey rapidly stepped back.
Three more arrows followed the first volley, and another three came on the tail of those. All six of those were swatted down by Kosey’s weapons. A trickle of sweat ran down the man’s face at the sudden exertion. A flicker of motion at his feet had Kosey sidestepping to avoid the Dog who lunged for his hamstring, and Kosey sent Dreq tumbling away with a kick.
Dreq huffed as he skidded across the ground. Kosey growled and would have finished the pup, but another volley of arrows put him back on the defensive.
On top of the boulder, standing over the body of the slain Archer, whose bow he was using, Trent hissed in appreciation at Kosey’s swift display of expertise. He couldn’t have matched it. Arrow’s Flight, the Skill Trent had gained when he leveled Survivalist, permitted him to avoid the Archer’s attack. 200 SP and 100 MP had shot Trent back along the path of the wooden missile and allowed him to bury his sword in Mark’s gut.
However, Trent was now rethinking his decision to confront this duo he had spotted in the Guild. His Mana was almost spent, and Kosey had not been so much as nicked by his created arrows. Judging from the way the man had deflected or cut every projectile launched at him, Kosey was not someone Trent could defeat blade to blade.
With his hands full and his enemy close, Trent wouldn’t be able to drink a Mana restorative. Kosey was fast. His swordplay, at least, was faster than Trent’s. Trent had the sinking feeling it might be time to find out if Kosey was a faster runner as well.
Both Kosey and Trent jumped as a meteor slammed into the ground between them. Shrapnel of dirt and rocks pinged off Trent’s mask and had Kosey shielding his eyes. A cloud of dust filled the area around the boulder where Trent had chosen to set his failed trap, and for a moment, the combatants were shrouded from each other.
When the dust cleared, neither had moved. The sudden explosion had been so unexpected, they weren’t able to respond to it. The third man who had appeared had no such trouble. He wore the black and silver of an Al'dross Guardsman and moved with the prowling steps of a predator. His broad shoulders could be compared to the boulder Trent stood on, but the more likely comparison would be to the ridiculously large weapon that had apparently fallen from the sky to interrupt the fight.
Sergeant Cullen hawked and spit as he wrapped a hand around Peacemaker’s haft and lifted the weapon free. “Excuse me, dropped my axe. Hope I didn’t spoil anything.”




Chapter Fifty-Two

Kosey lowered his weapons at the sight of a Guardsman's uniform. He licked dust-covered lips and shuddered at the way the man lifted the battle axe with one hand. “You’re just in time, sir. This man stole from me and murdered my companion. I'll swear out a complaint.”
“Lots of Adventurers turning to the Guard today.” Cullen inspected the edge of Peacemaker and wiped the dirt off it with a cloth. “Unusual. Normally I have to drag you all in to make a complaint.”
With that said, Cullen stored his axe and turned his back to Kosey. “You've gotten lazy since you left, Runt. You should have looted the body and kicked it down for disposal by now. Are you picking up bad habits?”
Trent tucked his acquired bow behind his back, shifting guiltily on his feet. “No, Sergeant. I was just surprised.”
“Why’s that? You were obviously expecting me. Get to work, Runt. I do not have all day!” Trent bent to rifle through the dead Archer’s possessions and Cullen turned to address the stunned Kosey. “You still here? Adventurers from the Wilds should be better at telling which way the wind is blowing.”
Ten or more feet separated Cullen from Kosey. The Adventurer stepped back as if the Sergeant was looming over him. “You two know each other?”
“You’re smarter than I gave you credit for.” Cullen cracked his knuckles and sneered. “Or good at faking it. Good enough to trick the Red Pussy into sending you here, but not actually smart enough to keep out of trouble.”
“Red… I think you mean Red Tiger.” Kosey’s mind was a mess trying to keep up with the ever-changing situation that did not seem to be shifting in his direction. “You know who sent me, then you should—"
“Runt!” Cullen yelled sharply, “Do I ever say anything I don’t mean?”
Kosey flinched as the Swordsman literally kicked Mark’s body off the boulder and then jumped down himself. The cold-blooded action was distinctly at odds with the way Trent hemmed and hawed, attempting to come up with the right response to Cullen’s question.
“The answer your looking for is, ‘No, Sergeant,’” Cullen snarled. “You’re definitely back-sliding, Runt!”
Kosey’s weapons were slapped out of his hands and a finger jabbed him in the chest. He hadn’t seen Cullen move, but suddenly he was disarmed, and the man towered over him.
“You go back and tell your Red Tiger exactly what I called him!” Hot breath washed over Kosey’s face as Cullen leaned over him. “Tell him Cullen of Al’drossford said if he wants to keep looking for talent here, he had better send politer envoys.”
“And don’t lie.” Cullen softened his tone and clapped a hand on Kosey’s shoulder. “You tell the Tiger exactly what happened. He might let you live if you’re honest.”
“Now, get lost!” Cullen roared, shoving Kosey backward. The Sergeant did not watch the man go. He dismissed him from his thoughts, confident that the member of the Red Tiger Company would keep running till he was safely back in the Wilds. He probably would not stop running until he was with his company again, which, considering he had left his weapons laying on the ground, would probably be smart.
Trent was staring at the body of the man he had killed when Cullen’s eyes found him. Cullen took a deep breath as he ordered the words he always offered to Recruits after they first killed a man. “It was you or him, Runt. Are you sorry to be alive?”
“I didn’t mean to kill him,” Trent said in a small voice. “His armor should have stopped most of the blow. I probably could have shot the other one if he hadn’t died so quickly.”
“You cut off his head, Trent,” Cullen’s eyebrows drew together. Trent sounded more curious than distraught. “That tends to kill most people.”
“I only did that because he was already dying,” Trent replied quickly in a defensive tone. “His armor was useless!”
“You aren’t upset about killing a man?”
“Of course, I am.” Trent shrugged. “Wounded, he was a burden, but dead, he didn’t distract the other one at all. Why did he die? Was his Constitution so low?”
Cullen scrubbed the back of his head with one hand. This scene wasn’t playing out how he thought it would. “There are Scholars who can answer that question. Men who have dedicated their lives figuring out formulas, from how Armor Ratings and Constitution work when protecting the Awakened to what it takes to break them. I'm not one of them. Just keep in mind that if you don’t want to kill a man, you shouldn’t stick a sword in him. Not in his gut, at least. Try the shoulder next time.”
Trent nodded absently and filed the information away with everything else Cullen had ever told him. Once the training had been properly digested, he squared his shoulders and lifted his head. “I'm ready, Sergeant.”
Again, Cullen was taken aback by Trent’s words. “Ready for what, Runt?”
Cautiously, Trent lifted his mask and pushed his cowl back. “Aren’t you going to yell at me?”
“Blood and Ash!” Cullen spit angrily. “Is that why you think I’m here? I do more than yell, Runt. I was fuckin’ worried about you. Gods know why! You test every bit of my patience. I've half a mind to kick you back to Al’drossford!”
Trent relaxed as the familiar bellow hit him then stiffened again at the mention of going back. “I can’t go back, Sergeant! I have to go west!”
Cullen threw his hands in the air and strode to where Trent had laid out his camp. “Bury the body and get the fire going, Runt! Don’t forget to pick up that sword. We have things to discuss.” He tossed a packet over his shoulder. “And sprinkle that on the corpse before you cover it.”
Trent hurriedly retrieved the packet and rushed to do as he was told. Cullen plopped down on a round of wood and watched, sparing a second to dig out his pipe. His eyes followed Trent and the Dog that scampered after him while the boy created a hole in which to roll the body. The Sergeant winced when Trent poured out all the corpse-dissolving powder.
He clamped his lips around his pipe and puffed furiously, the smoke forming a cloud above his head. That powder was expensive, and a pinch was all it took to speed up decomposition. Thinking of how Trent expected to be yelled at, Cullen kept the correction to himself. Maybe it was for the best. The last thing anyone needed was for a Farmer or child to dig up the body while working the field.
With Earth Manipulation doing most of the work, Trent was quick to finish his task. Afternoon sunlight hit his dark hair and drew out the blue highlights as he walked to where Cullen waited. He sat on a second wood round and gestured for Dreq to claim the third. He folded his hands in his lap and met the Sergeant’s glare.
“I've known lots of Warriors that grew their hair long, and even a few that braided it with ribbons,” Cullen said after he had studied Trent for a few heartbeats. “Didn’t think you were the fancy type, Runt.”
Trent reached up and tugged self-consciously on his shoulder-length hair. “I keep meaning to cut it. There never seems to be time.”
Trent’s hand moved to his belt and drew out his Harvesting knife. He lifted it only to be stopped by Cullen’s bark.
“You'll make a mess of it doing it yourself!”
Trent didn’t resist when the Sergeant took the blade from his hand and moved to stand behind him. He didn’t flinch as he saw the sharp blade approach the side of his head out of the corner of his eye. Soft, fine hair began to fall all around as Cullen trimmed and sliced.
Cullen grunted around the stem of his pipe. It wasn’t the first haircut he had ever given but damned if he could remember a Recruit so trusting that they didn’t wince at the Sergeant’s hands wielding a knife so close to their skin.
“It’s my fault, I suppose,” Cullen mumbled, cutting the hair around Trent’s ears. “Recruits that don’t already have them get the Trim and Shave Charms when their kits are issued.”
Cullen could practically see Trent’s ears twitch at the mention of Charms he should have. “Your training was improvised. You couldn’t wear the armor or lift the weapons of a Recruit, so we made do, and a few things fell through the cracks.”
Cullen separated the beginnings of a ponytail with a single slice, and the blue-ribbon Trent often forgot he wore fluttered to the ground. “You were so bleeding small. You wouldn’t know it looking at you now. I blink, and you've got a new set of weapons. Turn around, and you've outgrown the armor you’re wearing. Where'd you get this set anyway? It didn’t come out of the Bellrise Trial.”
Trent’s head was pushed forward, and he replied with his chin hitting his chest as Cullen began scraping his neck. While the Sergeant hacked and trimmed, Trent spoke of the Moonlit Forest. He kept his report short, dancing around details that he would rather keep from Cullen, at least until the man wasn’t holding a knife so near to his throat.
The knife returned to its sheath, and Cullen took his seat as Trent brushed loose hair from his shoulders and removed his cowl to shake hidden strands out of it. Cullen observed Dreq as Trent situated himself and cast Self-Clean to dispel the lingering itching sensation that hung about him.
“You’ve picked up a lot of Classes, Runt.” Cullen reached over and picked Dreq up by the scruff of his neck. He turned Dreq, who sensibly kept his tail tucked and his mouth shut, this way and that before saying, “But not Beast Tamer or Hunter. Why are you traveling with a Beast?”
“Dreq is a Dog,” Trent clarified, “and a friend, not a Beast.”
“You can call him a fucking daisy if it makes you happy.” Cullen set Dreq on the ground and ruffled his ears. “A completed Status, three Skills, and the fact that he can enter the Trials makes him a Beast. It doesn’t make him evil. You should know that after the Forest Trial and today’s stupidity. Beasts can be more reliable than Adventurers.”
“You’ve got more to tell me, Runt,” Cullen rested his forearms on his thighs, “but from the sound of it, you've decided to be an Adventurer yourself. Let’s see your Token.”
Trent’s hand closed around the disc in his pouch representing the way his life was going now. He hesitated to pull it out. He steeled himself for Cullen’s criticism before flipping the Token to the Sergeant.
“Copper already, huh?” Cullen said, catching it, “That might be a record.”
Was that approval in the Sergeant’s voice? Trent’s ears burned with a pleasant heat as Cullen flicked the Guild Token with a fingernail. A clear chime resounded though the field, silencing bird calls with its purity.
“Hear that, Runt?” Cullen flicked the Token again, one corner of his mouth lifting in a lopsided smile. “That sound means you’re doing it right. All these other markings, the ones that say where you've been and what you've done, don’t mean a damn thing compared to how your Token rings.”
“You meet a person whose Token thuds or twangs,” Cullen tossed the disc back to Trent, “well, they aren’t bad, but don’t expect them to think the way you do. You are facing the Trials; others merely delve them. You understand the difference?
“You will someday,” Cullen said when Trent shook his head. “It’s not a thing I can explain. You have to work it out for yourself. You’re not coming back with me.” Cullen kept his voice low to hide how he felt about that. “Why not? There’s still plenty you need to learn. There’s a lot I can still teach you.”
By way of explanation, Trent took the crystal sword, which was really a key, from his Storage and passed it over. “The Garden gave that to me. It says to go west.”
“The Trial says to go west, and the Runt goes west,” Cullen muttered, turning the short sword over in his hands. “This is a pass to a Warrior’s Trial. I don’t suppose you understand that either. Well, you will if you follow the directions. Be sure to check them from time to time. The damned things shift, not as often as field Trials, but they can keep you running.”
“West.” Cullen passed the sword back to Trent and stared at his hands. “Think you’re ready for that? Nothing except the Wilds and the unaffiliated from here to the ocean.”
“The unaffiliated?” Trent asked, settling the crystal sword on his knees and tightening his hands around the scabbard. “What’s that?”
“Gods! You’re so green.” Cullen relit his pipe and gathered his thoughts. “The unaffiliated is what they call it in my hometown. Here they say the Wilds and expect it to encompass it all. That’s misleading, which I suppose the Royals do on purpose.
“The Wilds, the ten thousand settlements, the warring factions, the name changes depending on where you’re standing, but it all means the same thing. Adventurers fighting Adventurers, all trying to make a name for themselves. The truly dangerous ones are trying to build something. They raise armies and build towns. A newly discovered Trial can spark a wave of killing that no King could ever match.
“That’s what you'll be walking into, Runt. There’s no avoiding trouble in the Wilds. There are laws in Al’drossford. Out there, the strongest fist is the only rule. Every town you walk into will have a different code. Most are no better than bandit gangs; the rest are worse. You sure that’s where you want to be?”
“You went there,” Trent said quietly. There was no doubt in his mind about his words. Men like Cullen couldn’t be chiseled out by the likes of Bellrise’s Trial.
“Damned right, I did,” Cullen chuckled around his pipe. “And damn me if I don’t envy you for going there now. A little, just a little.
“The world is a Trial, Runt. The Wilds are where you learn that.” Cullen’s dark eyes burned at the thought for a moment, but he pushed the gleam back down. “You don’t have to go. You can be a Soldier and an Adventurer. Blood and Ash! Looking at you, I've never seen a man more suited to being a soldier.”
“I have to go! I need to know.” Trent was helpless as he flung his hands up. “I don’t know why.”
“Because you’re built to be an Adventurer too.” Cullen nodded to himself. “A soldier fights for days on end to hold a scrap of ground. You have the Stamina and determination for that. An Adventurer’s battles usually last for minutes, and they always leave themselves an out. What makes an Adventurer great is the need to know. To know what’s over the next hill, what’s waiting in a strange place. A soldier can’t always afford that kind of curiosity.
“The thing you have to remember is that you can always come home, Trent. There are Soldiers and Adventurers who will say you can’t, but they are wrong. You have a place here when you want it.”
“Even though I've made a mess of my Status?” Trent said to break the stillness. Even the birds and insects had stopped their chatter in the wake of Cullen’s statement. The animals of the field went dormant almost as if they were afraid the Sergeant would mistake their noise for arguments.
“There are things that worry me in there,” Cullen acknowledged. “That title and Minor Regeneration most of all. You found the problem with Regeneration yet?”
“It’s hard to fight when it feels like your bones are moving and Ants are crawling under your skin.” Trent scratched at his legs in remembered discomfort. “It’s not enjoyable.”
“You'll need to watch that.” Cullen puffed and added, “Don’t let your mind wander because of it. As for the rest…
“A man makes his own decisions. You've chosen to carry enough weight that would crush a lesser man. You can probably handle it. There’s a story there, I suppose, a reason you thought it was necessary. I noticed you gained a year somewhere.”
It was an offer. Cullen lent his ear as Trent talked. Soon Trent was surprised to find that he wasn’t reporting but conversing. He would share an experience, and Cullen would tell him about a time when he faced a similar problem. It wasn’t a conversation between equals, not exactly, but Cullen laughed at Trent’s mistakes and admitted to a few of his own rather than yelling or critiquing. Trent’s worldview was turned on its head when he realized there was more to be learned from Cullen’s boisterous stories than his rants and punishments. By carefully wording his questions, he even managed to draw out answers he had been seeking for some time.
“Fighting a Felpah that’s equipped to counter you? Tricky. Those sons of bitches are bruisers without equipment. They’re strong and hard to hurt but slow, really only dangerous in groups. If your weapon isn’t cutting, the best method is to get on their shoulders, grab them by the antlers and rip off their heads. That works on just about any Beast or Awakened.”
“What about a Dire Bear? Long weapons? Or is poison the best way to deal with it?” Trent tried to imagine climbing onto a Felpah's shoulders and managed that, but when it came to pulling off the creature’s head, his imagination faltered, and he decided Cullen, probably, wasn’t serious.
“A Dire Bear? You want to know how I would fight one? Cause there is no fucking way you should be within a hundred miles of one. Not a lot of Skills, but they make up for that with buckets of HP and Strength. You come across one, don’t try to run. They'll chase you down fast and snap you up. The trick is to stay near; they aren’t as nimble up close. Duck and bob and hope they get bored and amble off. Now, why would you think poison would work on them?”
It was the Hill Troll all over again. Trent carefully explained how and why he had ended up using poison to kill a Dire Bear, and Cullen congratulated him on a stunning display of stupid luck.
When Cullen stood and put his pipe away, Trent wanted to reach out and drag him back down. Blood and Ash. An ending. Night’s approach and Cullen’s rise were endings of their own and, to Trent, far less welcome.
“Build up the fire, Runt,” Cullen stretched his back and twisted at the waist. “Your friends are on their way. You taking them west with you? You could do worse. On the other hand, you could do better.”
“I don’t think they’ll want to go.” Trent stood and looked toward Bellrise. Whatever it was that gave away Kerry and Felicia’s arrival, he couldn’t see it yet. “If they do… the Trials can be lonely…”
“It’s your business, and theirs. I'd run them through a couple of local Trials for a few months, personally, but I'm a patient man. You young people don’t know how to pace yourselves,” Cullen paused and seemed to weigh a decision before tossing a small object to Trent.
“The Duke wants you to have that. I didn’t agree when he gave it to me to pass on to you. Now…” Cullen scratched his throat and grimaced. “Now I still don’t know if I do. It makes you a Lieutenant in the Duke’s Regulars and gives you the right to form your own team. The hawk is the symbol of Lewis’s house. We have Scouts out there in the Wilds. Show that to them, and they’ll back you. Show it to the wrong person… be safe, Trent.”
“Not a hawk.” Trent ran his ringer over the feathered Beast on the emblem Cullen had given him. “Dragon. Firstborn of the ancient. Symbol of the Clan Dross. It should be cast in red gold, not steel. Red for the fire, gold for the First King.”
He spoke to an empty field. Cullen was gone. Looking around, he found Dreq staring at him with wide, serious eyes. “Rylarth.”
“What?” Trent shook his head, coming out of a trance. His hand closed around the emblem, hiding it. “What does Rylarth mean?”
Dreq cocked his head to the side, one floppy ear standing at attention. “Firstborn of the ancient. Rylarth.”
Dreq’s eyes pleaded with him to understand, but Trent just blinked. “Where’s the Sergeant?”
“Gone.” Dreq’s ear wilted. Trent had brought the Firstborn up. Why did he look as if he had never heard of the famous dragon before?
“Kerry coming,” Dreq lifted a paw and pointed to where a figure in battered armor could be seen cresting a hill. Two more figures, one dressed in robes and the other hidden in a cloak, came into view behind Kerry and Trent heard the sound of teasing laughter.
“Bring them with us?” Dreq prodded, trying to drive away the empty look on Trent’s face. “Kerry not bad. Felicia maybe good. Other no good.”
“Kerry isn’t bad,” Trent corrected woodenly. “Felicia is maybe… Felicia could be…”
He stuttered to a halt and scrubbed at his face, trying to banish the cobwebs that covered his brain. “You might have gotten that one right.”
“Bring them with us? West?” Dreq repeated, crossing to Trent and leaning against his leg. He wanted to make it clear that whether the others would be allowed to go or not, he would not be left behind.
Trent turned to the west to face the setting sun. He squinted at the scorching brightness and admired the pale pinks and oranges that painted the sky. “They might not want to go. I'm not sure I want to go anymore.”
It was a lie. He knew it as well as Dreq did the second the words left his mouth. A pass to a Warrior’s Trial, a journey through the Wilds. How could he turn that down?
“We will go,” Dreq huffed and moved away to kick a few sticks of wood into the fire Trent had built hours ago.
“Yeah, I guess we will.” Trent’s hand tightened around the emblem he still clutched. He pinned it to his shirt, underneath his armor before he turned to stop Dreq from putting all the wood into the pit at once. “We will, and someday we’ll come back. We can always come home.”
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