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    The black-haired monstrosity let loose a guttural howl that shook the woods. Distant birds chirped and screamed as they flew from their perches atop the branches of the tall trees that dotted the place.  
 
    The beast slammed its long forelimbs on the ground and produced a chorus of strange, throaty noises that almost made it seem as though it was talking. 
 
    “You’re a lot uglier than I expected,” Alastair said. “It’s a pity Damon isn’t here. He’d like not being the ugliest creature in the room for once.” 
 
    Alastair noted its features were eerily reminiscent to that of a Primal Goliath, but this one was far smaller, though it was still massive by human standards. Its body was covered in shaggy, black fur, heavily matted and crusted with filth.  
 
    However, what made it a little creepy was the fact that it looked so human. It stood upright upon strong and muscular legs. Its massive, trunk-like arms were much longer than a human’s. Its fingers were thicker and longer, and its nails sharper, but there was no denying the shape and proportion. Its face could have simply been described as hideous and ugly in a very odd and human sort of way. 
 
    But it was certainly not human. It was a monster. The crimes it had been guilty of, those for which the village had asked Alastair and Damon to slay the beast, were proof of that.  
 
    Killing innocent human children. 
 
    Damon had been all too happy to take the job, except now he was sleeping off a hangover and the execution had fallen to Alastair.  
 
    The monster slammed its heavy forearms to the ground and roared, taking a slow and steady step forward. 
 
    It’s not rushing in, Alastair noted. Its body is large and heavy, and it’s clearly not built for burst movement. All those muscles would surely make it powerful, but the shape of its feet and the length of its legs point to it being more of an ambush predator. Still, it should run a fair bit faster than an ordinary person. Those children never stood a chance. 
 
    Alastair pulled his crossbow from his back. He took a step to the right, just as the gigantic monster made to tackle him with its massive arms. Of course, to him, the creature moved painfully slow. It was like fighting a drunk and angry peasant—not quite the monster hunting experience he was hoping for, but it wasn’t as though he was here for thrills—the sooner he finished this, the sooner they could move on to finding the ruins of Castle Orellius. 
 
    And, once that was done, they could finally leave this country and be on their way to adventure—or death.  
 
    Or both. 
 
    The monster reared its head only to receive a bolt to its right eye when Alastair pulled the trigger of his arbalest. It screamed in pain and reached for its bleeding face, but the act only harmed it further as its heavy hands deepened the bolt. It flailed and thrashed, screaming in pain, fear, and anger, its blood spilling everywhere.  
 
    He almost felt sorry for it. But it had hurt children, Alastair reminded himself, and that meant it had to be put down. He nodded to himself.  
 
    “Let me relieve you of your pain,” Alastair spoke softly, approaching the agonized creature. He didn’t bother loading another bolt into his arbalest—he didn’t need to. This thing was, frankly, not worth his time.  
 
    Alastair walked into its range, swayed underneath its flailing right arm, and laid a hand on the beast’s matted chest, its fur slick with grime and crusted with filth.  
 
    With his skill, Shape, Alastair willed forth a hole in its chest and out its back. Shape allowed him to alter the existing shape of an object—anything from small trinkets to weapons to doors… 
 
    Or a creature’s body. 
 
    The creature’s baleful amber eyes lost focus and darkened. It took a raspy, choking cough and slumped backward. It fell down onto the ground with a loud thud.  
 
    Alastair eyed the corpse for a moment before he decided it was, in fact, dead. He skirted around it and took out a jagged, mithril knife from its scabbard on his waist. He knelt down, leaned forward, and reached for the beast’s chin, pushing it up to reveal its thick neck, which—unlike the rest of its body—did not contain as much hair. Alastair sighed as he began sawing the beast’s head off with the knife. 
 
    It wasn’t nearly as gruesome as he’d expected—but severing a head was a lot trickier than he’d thought. Damon always made it look so easy. Then again, Damon was a Fated Hunter, granting him a certain aptitude for this kind of work that Alastair—a Fated Crafter—couldn’t match.  
 
    Very little blood seeped from the beast’s open neck. The hole in its chest drained away all its blood, leaving almost nothing to gush out of its neck as Alastair sawed back and forth. Only bits of flesh, nerves, and bone spit out when the teeth of the mithril knife caught them. 
 
    Alastair grabbed the beast by its scalp hair and pulled, immediately sending the severed head into his inventory. Tricky, but not hard. I guess that’s it, he thought. Huh, I was expecting quite a lot more. 
 
    He stood up, flicked the mithril knife left and right, and turned away from the corpse and walked away. The trees here were tall and thick, unlike the forests he’d grown accustomed to further south. He’d miss that place—truly. They would leave all of this behind soon, likely forever. The world was far too big a place that they’d likely end up exploring forever. 
 
    If there still was a world out there. If there isn’t, we’d probably end up dying in the Blasted Wastes, and that’d be an embarrassing way to die, I reckon… 
 
    Alastair took only a few steps when the woods seemed to come to life with angered roars and screams.  
 
    Three very similar, hairy humanoids came rushing at him. The tallest of them was obviously female, its breasts sticking out of its chest as it ran. The others behind her were shorter, one more so than the other. If he had to guess, the tall one was probably their mother and the other two were her children, which meant he’d just killed their father in front of them. 
 
    I think I should feel a little guilty about that. Alastair mused, taking aim with this arbalest. 
 
    But he’d made his decision. He couldn’t let another human child get hurt. 
 
    He pulled the trigger and let loose a bolt. It whistled softly as it surged across the air, and pierced right through the forehead of the shortest beast. The creature died instantly, falling forward, limp. The other beasts stopped in their tracks, whimpering as they rushed toward their fallen kin. The downed monster shuddered on the ground, then it finally stopped moving, letting out a long and raspy last breath. 
 
    “Alright, let’s get this done,” Alastair said.  
 
    Before the other beasts could express their anger over Alastair’s kill, he rushed forward, mithril knife at the ready. He didn’t craft it for killing—not really. It was meant to be a tool to carve out the different parts of a monster, without Damon having to do most of the work for him. Its sharpness was ridiculous. He’d tested it on actual boulders and could only balk at the fact that it could cut through stone, though with some effort on his part. All of that meant it was just as good for killing as it was for carving out body parts. 
 
    He went for the tallest beast, first. Out of the remaining two, it seemed the most distracted by its grief. It didn’t notice Alastair’s approach until it was too late. Alastair leapt up and slashed once, slicing through its nape and effectively paralyzing the creature as its spinal column and spinal cord were severed.  
 
    Alastair landed and rolled, before whirling around and locking eyes with the last beast. “I’m sorry, but I can’t allow you to live.” 
 
    The last beast let out a raging howl as it rushed forward in an attempt to tackle him. Alastair caught the sight of tears rushing out of its eyes, just before he leapt away. He could have killed it right then and there if he wanted to—simply raise his knife and let the hairy creature kill itself on the edge of his blade. But something stayed his hand—a pang of pity.  
 
    Tsk, why couldn’t this be easier? he asked himself. Damon would have killed all of them before they could even blink. 
 
    The beast let out a series of guttural noises as it reared up and stared him down. And Alastair saw the anguish in its eyes, the rage, the loss, and the sheer and unbridled despair it must have felt in that moment. He couldn’t quite blame it. The creature had just witnessed the deaths of all of its family members and was likely contemplating its own death. Even still, it rushed toward Alastair with no regard for its own safety. It was clumsy and predictable, even more so than its father had been.   
 
    Alastair waited for it to close in. The beast dashed toward him, and Alastair met its charge with his own. 
 
    He didn’t need to do that. Ducking underneath its outstretched arms, slicing open its chest, and leaping out of the way would have been more than enough to kill the creature immediately. Alastair wasn’t sure why he opted for a more difficult way to kill the beast. It might have been some misplaced sense of pity that would have otherwise been mortally dangerous if he didn’t have his regenerative powers. Did he feel sorry about murdering an entire family? Probably, even if said family was a bunch of man-eating beasts. 
 
    As the giant, hairy creature slammed into him, Alastair sliced open its neck so deeply that he caught a glimpse of its spine. Blood burst from the wound, a shower of gore and crimson. When they finally hit the ground, the beast was already dead. 
 
    Alastair pushed the corpse away from him and stood up. Four beasts, he thought. The villagers only hired me for one, which means they weren’t aware of the others or they didn’t want me to know about them. Eh, it’s not like I’m getting paid for this anyway. 
 
    They weren’t under the Guild’s purview anymore. And they had no need for more drachmas than they already had. 
 
    Alaistar pushed away all sense of pity and quietly collected the heads of the creatures. He briefly contemplated cutting their whole bodies apart to be used for his crafting, but decided against it. These creatures had no cores, which meant they were about as valuable as the grass on the ground. Nothing about them stood out enough to be useful. 
 
    A rustling in the bushes caught Alastair’s attention. The noise had come from only a few feet away, from below the undergrowth.  
 
    He turned and approached whatever had caused the rustling. It was probably something small, he mused. There were numerous small monsters roaming the woods. Most of them were neither aggressive nor especially harmful to humans, but some of them were dangerous enough to warrant some attention—like goblins and slimes, but those weren’t common in woodlands. Goblins usually dwelled in deep caves, and slimes were usually found in swamps. 
 
    Another possibility was that this might have just been a mundane beast. 
 
    Alastair brushed aside the bushes and paused. “Oh…” 
 
    It was an infant. 
 
    More specifically, an infantile version of the beasts he’d just slain. It was small, about the size of a human toddler—maybe a bit taller, but there was no denying its infancy. It shied away from him, trying and failing to hide underneath the bushes.  
 
    Alastair’s breath hitched. It was likely placed there by its mother, right before it decided to charge him head on. If he left this thing here, it was sure to die. There were many dangerous predators in the woods, and this infant was incapable of defending itself if one came and decided it would make for a good meal. 
 
    “Your parents are dead,” Alastair said bluntly. But he was fairly certain this tiny creature couldn’t understand him. He still felt a pang of guilt, but he’d done what had to be done. “And you will die if you’re left here on your own. You can’t possibly survive in these woods by yourself.” 
 
    Nor could he take this creature with them. This tiny thing, even if it was hardy enough to survive the hell they’d eventually venture to, would only serve to slow them down. 
 
    And, honestly, Alastair was never one for pets. 
 
    He’d had a cat, once, but that was only because the bloody thing kept coming back after he fed it once. His mom took a liking to it, and suddenly they had a house pet. But Scruffles had just walked out of the house one day and never came back. Alastair was still rather upset about it, even if it’d been years ago. He loved that damn cat. 
 
    Alastair shook his head. “What am I supposed to do with you?”  
 
    A distant howl came from somewhere much further east, from the darker, deeper, and thicker part of the woods. Alastair’s eyes strayed for a moment, and the infant beast bolted away, rushing toward the distant sound.  
 
    Alastair raised an eyebrow. Is it a relative of some sort? Well, I guess I won’t have to take care of that thing anymore. 
 
    Right as the thought passed his mind, a massive condor-like creature screeched down from the heavens and plucked the infant beast right from the ground, before taking off into the sky. The tiny beast screamed and screamed, until not even an echo of its voice remained.   
 
    “Ah…” 
 
    The walk back to the village took some thirty minutes of trekking through several miles of woodlands. The forest’s tree line eventually stopped where the farmlands began, several acres of wheat fields and other grains that grew lush and fat in the colder regions. Alastair only recognized a few species as he passed. It was still early in the morning and the sun had barely risen in the distance, but already the farmers were hard at work, tilling the land and scything down many stalks of grain. Most of them ignored him, while a few others sent him suspicious glares. 
 
    Backwater peasants were often suspicious of strangers, though not for irrational reasons. It was simply a fact of life that their villages were often attacked by bandits or marauders. They had to be defensive and mistrustful if they wanted to survive. It took several gold drachmas to convince these people to let Alastair and Damon into their village and, even then, they were never truly welcomed. Eh, I don’t need their trust. 
 
    Honestly, the only reason he even bothered to deal with their monster problem was because it was simply the right thing to do. The villagers didn’t attack them or harass them, and killing a child-eating beast in the woods wasn’t all that hard. The village of Ordborg was a tad bit larger than Larisa. The houses were larger and built to be sturdier. A well at the center funneled clean water from the nearby mountains. A coaching inn stood alone beyond the walls, built to ensure travelers from distant lands wouldn’t need to actually enter the village proper. The inside had a tavern with a few unused rooms, one of which was now a veritable hive of filth and debauchery—also known as Damon’s room. 
 
    Aside from the tavern, the village also had a market square, where foreign merchants were allowed to sell or buy goods. Ordborg apparently survived off selling a specialty liquor that was known as—quite uncreatively—Ordborg, distilled from wheat, flavored with strawberries, and then left to sit in an oaken cask for several months before bottling. He and Damon tasted the stuff on their first day and it was… something. Not good, but not bad, just… something. 
 
    Damon loved it, of course, and bought a whole box of the stuff, before asking Alastair to shove it all in his inventory. 
 
    Shaking his head, Alastair went straight for the alderman’s house, ignoring the looks and glares sent by the villagers. Though, he did note the wonder and curiosity in the eyes of the children and a few women.  
 
    The ruins shouldn’t be far out now, he thought. I’m still not sure why Damon wanted to rest when there was no need to. Though, I suppose this is a nice change of pace from what we’ve been doing for the last week or so. 
 
    Hmm, I wonder what Princess Cthonia’s up to? With Memnon dead, she would be very busy. Politics was messy like that. If he had to guess, the first thing she’d probably do was to seize all her brother’s assets—drachmas, weapons, mercenaries, private armies, and everything else he had going for him. Cthonia was certainly willful and talented enough to do just that—if that was her plan. Honestly, trying to figure out what she’s going to do, after revealing everything to us, is a headache. 
 
    He shook his head as he reached the alderman’s house. Without ceremony, Alastair took out the heads of all four beasts from his inventory and dumped them right on the man’s doorstep. Within the confines of his inventory, the appendages would have been stuck in suspended animation, uncaring and unmoving in time. Outside it, however, all the blood that was supposed to be flowing out of it would quickly begin flowing again. 
 
    A pool of scarlet quickly appeared under his feet, pouring out of the orifices of the heads—from their noses, mouths, and neck stumps. A pang of guilt raced across his mind, before Alastair quickly squashed it down. If he was going to feel sorry for every monster he killed, he’d end up nowhere. 
 
    He then stepped over them and knocked on the door. Should I wait or…? 
 
    It didn’t take long for the alderman to open his front door. The old man opened his mouth to ramble, but quickly paused at the sight before him. 
 
    The alderman of Ordborg was much like every other alderman in villages such as these—the eldest and wisest of the populace. Aldermen often carried the knowledge of those that came before, of their generation and even further back. They were chosen from among the people, by the people themselves. But, just as they carried the light, the torch, of the villagers, they also carried its darkness. 
 
    In Ordborg’s case, this darkness was the hatred and suspicion toward outsiders. It was common among the villagers. Their whole culture revolved around their isolation from others. With the alderman, however, it was amplified tenfold. It was as though the very presence of outsiders actively brought him pain. 
 
    Bernaldus, the villagers called him, a stout old man who’d seen far better days. His skin was dry and wrinkled, and his eyes were bloodshot and yellowed. Most of his teeth had already fallen out and what remained hung at the crux. And he also looked just about ready to die within the next five minutes, which was why Alastair wanted to get this over with, before Bernaldus bit the dust. 
 
    “These are the monsters that have been eating the children of this village, old man,” Alastair said, briefly glancing at the four heads and turning his attention back to Bernaldus, who was looking at the bestial appendages as they bled on the ground. 
 
    The old man nodded, grunted in approval, and turned away. His movements were slow and rigid, like an old and rusty cog. Bernaldus’s hostility was more of an annoyance at this point. “So it would seem. Wait here, outlander. I’ll fetch your damn reward.” 
 
    Alastair raised an eyebrow. He didn’t do this for any reward. For that matter, he was already pleasantly surprised at the fact that he wasn’t greeted with outright vehemence. Still, any reward was good. If it wasn’t useful in its current composition, then it would just be another ingredient for his crafting. 
 
    After Memnon’s defeat, Alastair had taken it upon himself to begin testing the limits of his crafting ability. He’d underestimated himself quite a lot in the beginning, imposing limits that weren’t really there. And now, because he’d freed his mind, an entirely new aspect of the system had opened up to him: the ability to choose the output of his crafting. He’d have to explore it more when he got the chance. So far, the system gave him three choices each time he used Bind, no matter the type of catalyst he used. 
 
    Alastair took several steps back, away from the pool of blood that would have otherwise stained his boots if he stood in it long enough. He could reshape hard objects easily enough, but liquids were an entirely different matter. Using his skill, Shape, on anything that was already liquid was like trying to catch an oiled up piglet with his bare hands. He could do it, of that there was no doubt, but only after great effort, and the rewards were often not worth the trouble. 
 
    He didn’t wait for long as the old man came lumbering out after only a few minutes of rummaging for something inside his house. Bernaldus held an ornate key in his right hand. Alastair did not need the use of his skill, Appraise, to know that it was incredibly valuable. If he had to guess, it was probably the key to a treasure chest somewhere, known only to the alderman. However, such a thing didn’t make sense, since they would have already opened it for themselves if it did exist.  
 
    “This here is for you, outsider,” Bernaldus said. “I know why you came to this village.” 
 
    Fascinating, Alastair thought, taking a step forward. He didn’t reach for the key just yet, knowing full well Bernaldus might simply recoil if he displayed any sign of excitement.  
 
    Alastair smiled at the old man’s accusing words. “Pray tell: why did I come to your village? Are my friend and I not simply travelers to you?” 
 
    “No,” Bernaldus replied flatly. “I’m old, but I’m not an idiot, boy. You’re treasure seekers, yes? You’re both here for the treasures in the ruined Castle of Orellius. I can tell you’re adventuring types and that’s the only reason you’d be here.” 
 
     Alastair nodded. Lying about their intentions would be pointless. He eyed the key for a moment more, then said, “Yes, there’s something in there that’s been gifted to me. I intend to retrieve it.” 
 
    Bernaldus hummed and grunted. He extended his hand forward, offering the key. “All I ask is that you leave some of the treasure behind for the village.” 
 
    Alastair accepted it and eyed its features. It was about as long as a dagger, easily half a foot, a thin layer of dust over it. Its grooves and ridges were intricately carved, with each jagged tooth bearing strange and arcane patterns that would not have been otherwise obvious to the naked eye. Its shaft was decorated with rubies and sapphires, each one glimmering and burning with a strange inner fire. 
 
    His eyes narrowed. Appraise! 
 
      
 
    [Orellius Mausoleum Key] 
 
    Quality: Unique (Legacy) 
 
    Durability: 10,000/10,000 
 
    Value: 50,000 
 
    Use this key to open the Mausoleum of the House of Orellius, where treasures and secrets lie aplenty. Be warned, however, as doing so will awaken the Mausoleum’s ancient protectors, meant to safeguard the family’s riches from those who would steal them. Only those with the blood of Orellius may safely enter—all others must be weary of the dark creatures within. 
 
    This key was forged by the legendary Crafter, Valdus the Builder, and is a part of a Legacy Set of equipment, personally forged by him. Find the other artifacts to complete the set. (1/10) 
 
      
 
    “You know of the creatures that guard the inner sanctum of the Mausoleum?” Alastair asked, pretending to place the key in his pocket, but then sending it right into his inventory. It wasn’t an accusatory question. Bernaldus had given him the key because the old man believed he could actually get through whatever traps and protectors would awaken once the key was used. “You’ve sent other people in there, haven’t you?” 
 
    Bernaldus nodded. “Yes, many a wayward adventurer has come here, seeking the lost and fabled treasures of the Orellius family—none have returned. I gave them fair warnings and chances, even handed over the key to them if they asked for it, but each time I visited that ruinous family’s Mausoleum, its dark doors remained shut, that blasted key still in the keyhole.” 
 
    Alastair chewed his cheek in thought but didn’t say anything. 
 
    “I’d warn you to be careful, outsider,” Bernaldus continued, then shrugged. “But you and your friend seem different from all the others who’ve come here before. I think you might actually have a chance at surviving the depths of that place.” 
 
    The old man pointed north-east. “You’ll find an old road in the woods over there. Follow it until you reach an abandoned well. From there, you’ll find a stone path, covered in moss and undergrowth. Follow it and you’ll reach the ruins of Castle Orellius.” 
 
    Alastair nodded. “Thanks.” 
 
    And he meant it. The information on his system’s map was sparse at best. It showed him the general location of the ruins, but not its exact location. Upon his map was a large area, tinted in a crimson hue, which told him that the ruins of Castle Orellius was somewhere in there, but the whole damn thing covered about ten square miles of forestry. They’d have to spend several days just to explore all of that. Even a sense of general direction from Bernaldus was a godsend. 
 
    “Don’t linger here, outsider,” the old man said. “The people of Ordborg are not overly fond of strangers.” 
 
    “Yes, you and everyone else here have made that abundantly clear.” Alastair sighed and nodded. At least they weren’t overtly hostile. “Well, I’ll be off, old man.” 
 
    Bernaldus grunted once more and slammed the door shut. 
 
    Is he just going to leave those heads there? Alastair wondered. 
 
    From the alderman’s house, Alastair made his way straight to the tavern. He walked as briskly as he could, trying not to attract too much attention from the villagers. He ignored them, but his senses all but screamed as hundreds of eyes focused on him and him alone, the outsider. 
 
    He arrived at the front door of the tavern and walked right in. It was early in the morning, which meant the local drunkards and hooligans had not yet begun their daily routine of drinking themselves to a stupor. Sure, there were a few patrons in the tavern, but most of them were aged folk, who were eating their breakfast in peace. They sent him suspicious glares, just like everyone else as he passed them. The only one who didn’t seem to care about outsiders was the tavern keeper. 
 
    “Your friend woke up a few minutes ago and asked for breakfast,” the burly, middle-aged man declared.  
 
    Alastair stopped for a moment, eyeing the tavern keeper as he washed and wiped several mugs, ready to be used for the day.  
 
    The tavern keeper nodded shortly afterward. “In case you’re wondering, he ordered salmon, eggs, and bread—salted. I’ll have Margaret send it up in a few minutes.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Alastair said. “Has Damon already paid for the accommodations?” 
 
    The tavern keeper nodded, holding up a single gold drachma. “Aye, he paid far too much, but I ain’t about to complain if I’m given free money.” 
 
    Alastair shrugged. One gold coin was nothing to them at this point. But he nodded, regardless. “Thank you for the accommodations. My friend and I will be leaving for the ruined Castle of Orellius after breakfast. I don’t expect we will be returning.” 
 
    The tavern keeper grunted. “Be careful out there, outsider. The ruins are home to angry spirits. And they don’t like disturbances. All the others never returned.” 
 
    “Thank you, I’ll keep that in mind,” Alastair said.  
 
    As long as there weren’t any Vainur in there, waiting to burn down half the bloody countryside, then he was reasonably certain of his own safety. If he couldn’t deal with it, then Damon would be there to start chopping off a few heads. If that didn’t work… well, he had a few other unsavory options he’d rather not bring out if he could help it. 
 
    Alastair walked up the stairs and turned to the first and only occupied room in the whole tavern. He knocked once, before pushing the door open. 
 
    “…did you seriously think that was a good idea, you stupid spear?” Damon stood there, holding up the Black Dragon Spear as though it was a person and he was strangling it. To be fair, this was one of the two weapons Alastair created that could somehow talk. Despite his skill with it, Damon still did not get along finely with his creation. “Don’t mess with my dreams and maybe I won’t use you to roast a damn piglet!”   
 
    “Father,” the spear said, directly into Alastair’s mind. “I have played a prank on your friend and shrunk his manhood into non-existence in his dream. He was quite agitated.” 
 
    “Nice,” Alastair sent back and chuckled. Next to a spooky house, filled with ghosts and specters, being without his favorite plaything would be an absolute nightmare for Damon. “Try being more creative next time. Turn him into a rat and have him be chased by cats.” 
 
    “I shall endeavor to scar your friend’s psyche, father!” the spear said.  
 
    “Good boy!” 
 
    “Alastair.” Damon turned over his shoulder and walked toward him, sending the Black Dragon’s Spear into his inventory as he did. “Your child’s been messing with me all week! Tell it to stop!” 
 
    “Anyway…” Alastair ignored Damon and walked ahead into the room. It wasn’t nearly as messy as he’d expected. “The alderman showed me the way to the ruins of Castle Orellius. We should go after breakfast if we want to make good time. I’d like to be out of this whole country before the next month comes rolling by.” 
 
    “Hey, don’t ignore me.” 
 
    “Bernaldus warned me that countless other adventurers have tried to reclaim the forgotten treasures of the ancient house, but they all died. Or, at least, none of them ever returned, which is just about as good as dying.” 
 
    “Okay, now you’re just doing it on purpose.” 
 
    Someone knocked on the already opened door and they both turned. The serving girl, Margaret, stood there, carrying a tray with their breakfast on it. She was a pretty blonde woman that would have already caught Damon’s attention if the man hadn’t been so drunk last evening.  
 
    Unsurprisingly, Damon stepped toward her, smiling as best he could—seemingly having forgotten that he stank of last night’s grog. “Hello there, fine damsel, my name is Damon—adventurer extraordinaire. May I know your name, oh sweet and beautiful flower?” 
 
    The poor girl paled and recoiled.  
 
    Alastair shook his head and walked toward her. “Please, don’t mind him. He was dropped about ten times too many as a child and has never recovered.” He gently took the tray from her hands and smiled. The poor girl nodded meekly, taking several steps back. “Thank you for your service, Margaret. Have a good morning.” 
 
    Margaret turned and practically ran down the stairs. 
 
    Alastair sighed. “Must you always think with the one organ that’s not meant for thinking?” 
 
    Damon shrugged. “Hey, you win some and you lose some.” 
 
    “Let’s hurry,” Alastair said as he turned and set the tray on the tiny table they had in their room. “I’d rather not spend any more time in a village that very clearly does not want us to be here.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “It’s… a… a little bigger than I pictured in my head,” Damon muttered absently. 
 
    Alastair snorted. “Yeah, no, this is much bigger than either of us pictured in our heads.” 
 
    They stood just a few feet away from the tree line behind them. They’d followed Bernaldus’s directions and promptly found themselves here, near the southern face of what must have been a tall and imposing structure at some point in the distant past. It was nothing more than ruins now, but Alastair could not help but wonder at its faded majesty. It was a house of nobility, that was certain. Fitting, he mused, that the founder of necromancy would be raised here of all places.  
 
    I’m here now, Varanius, and I will hold on to the dream we shared, Alastair thought. And, unlike you, I will win. I will ensure that no man, woman, or child will ever have to suffer the tyranny of the nobility ever again. But that dream will have to wait, I suppose. 
 
    He eyed the remains of the grand castle. Damon did the same. It was beautiful and extravagant, and built in a style of architecture that was wholly different to what modern nobles and aristocrats used in their domains. The use of massive, heavily adorned pillars seemed to be prominent in the ruins, though only their bases remained standing, while the rest had long since scattered into the winds, pounded by the elements and rendered down into dust. What remained there told him a story of extinct artistry, of a people whose culture had disappeared into the long night. 
 
    The more curious and scholarly part of Alastair’s mind wanted to know more. There were very few records of what life was like before the Second Cataclysm. Sure, there were many stories, legends, and accounts of the great heroes, who fought alongside the gods and slew demons and monsters, but almost none of those stories told him how the ordinary people lived, what dresses and shirts they wore, what food they ate, and what songs they sang. 
 
    The other part of him didn’t care at all about any of this and wondered only about the treasures and artifacts he might find in there. 
 
    Still, it was nothing more than ruins now. What riches it might have had would have been stolen or pilfered throughout the ages. This place was old, perhaps even older than the Second Cataclysm, hailing from a time when the gods walked among men and mages kept popping up, like weeds in a garden.  
 
    And that meant anything that wasn’t in the mausoleum, including books, tapestries, candle holders, plates, and any other valuable objects had likely already been taken by looters. The only real place left of value was the final resting place of the House of Orellius, where their bones slumbered in the dark. 
 
    “Come on,” Alastair said, walking toward the castle.  
 
    Ahead of them was not the main gate but what seemed to be a side entrance, likely to be used by servants. “We can’t just stare at it all day and hope for something to happen.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Damon muttered, following after him. 
 
    “We’re looking for the family mausoleum,” Alastair continued. They neared the doorway. It must have had an actual door at some point, but that was likely pilfered off, alongside everything else of value when the looters came. “Whatever treasures still exist in this place—the valuable ones, at least—should still be there… alongside the corpses of whoever tried going after it in the past.” 
 
    Damon nodded as they walked under the wall, through the doorway. 
 
    The other side of it could only be described as shattered. 
 
    Tall and ancient stones lay strewn about, great walls and pillars cracked and fallen, withered and decayed, formless masses of rock and dust and rubble, shattered debris and overgrown foliage and moss—a scene of nature, having taken over the ruins of man’s hubris. This was definitely not what Alastair expected. Almost nothing of the castle’s original stature and form had survived. The whole thing had, at some point, crumbled down into what lay before them now, leaving only a few spires and towers that barely stood the slow decay of time. The dried, sun-scorched bones on the pavement painted a macabre picture of a battle that led to the ruination of this family home. 
 
    From the outside, beyond the walls, it might have seemed as though at least some of the castle had survived. 
 
    Damon chuckled. “Well, it seems we won’t be exploring this castle any time soon. Let’s go find that mausoleum.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Alastair sighed. He’d been excited at the prospect of digging through the ruins of an ancient castle, but there was nothing to be found in rubble. There was nothing here for them to find. “Let’s go…” 
 
    “What do you think we’ll find in the mausoleum?” Damon asked absently. 
 
    Alastair shrugged. “Aside from whatever gift I’m supposed to be taking from a specific grave? I don’t know. But this house was founded by a Crafter, like me. I’ll be expecting all sorts of artifacts and treasures inside, alongside their supposed guardians.” 
 
    They strafed around the rubble, keeping their steps light to ensure they didn’t disturb the long dead. Damon, most of all, was fearful of any ghosts that might have lingered in the dust. The existence of such things was not impossible, especially since tales of reanimated corpses and evil ghosts were rather common in the sagas of ancient heroes and great warriors.  
 
    But Alastair had yet to encounter any such thing and, even then, he wasn’t sure how he was supposed to fight a ghost. Reanimated corpses were easy enough to contemplate. Cutting off their limbs should do the trick. Ghosts, however, presented a very different sort of foe. They were supposedly intangible and yet were imbued with the ability to interact with material objects. 
 
    In short, he couldn’t touch them, but they could certainly touch him. 
 
    “Let’s hope we don’t run into ghosts,” Alastair muttered absently. 
 
    Damon sighed exasperatedly, stopping in his tracks. “You just had to jinx it, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Right, sorry.” Alastair shook his head. “Let’s move on.” 
 
    Finding the mausoleum itself was rather easy. It was located right behind the castle proper, in the middle of what might have been a massive garden at some point, but was now little more than weeds and overgrown ferns. It stood out amidst the ruins, the one structure that did not seem at all affected by the passage of time, though it appeared dusty and withered. The visible part of the mausoleum itself was roughly the same size as a tavern house. But, given the scale of the castle, Alastair figured much of the actual catacombs would be located underground, with the structure before them acting as a buffer of sorts, guarding the entrance so that only those with the key may enter. 
 
    The building itself was old. Its stone walls were weathered. And yet it could also only be described as pristine and beautiful. The whole structure seemed to have been carved from a massive and solid chunk of white marble, its porcelain ivory features marred only by dust and moss, and the clear withering of time. The entrance door appeared to have been carved from pure gold, its edges lined with glimmering runes and scriptures—things Alastair had not yet learned to do. Beyond that, on its surface were the names of all those who shared the blood of Orellius, carved upon the face of the golden door, like the scripture of an ancient tome.  
 
    I’ll have to figure out how to create those runes, Alastair thought. It seems every Crafter, except me, can make them.   
 
    There were scratches and chinks on the beautiful door, indicating an attempt at breaking open the mausoleum itself or simply an attempt to steal the giant golden mass. 
 
      
 
    [Orellius Mausoleum Door] 
 
    Quality: Unique (Legacy) 
 
    Durability: 50,000/50,000 
 
    Value: 100,000 
 
    The door to the hollowed resting place of the Orellius Family. It can only be opened with a key that was bound to its very being. Be warned: opening this door will awaken the protectors of the mausoleum, who exist only to protect the treasures of the family and those who seek to desecrate it. 
 
      
 
    Should I shove this door into my inventory? He considered it for a moment, but decided not to do it yet. He’d wait until this was all over. 
 
    Alastair took the key from his inventory and eyed it for a moment. When they neared the door, it began humming, resonating with the power that protected the entrance to the mausoleum.  
 
    Two artifacts that interact with each other… That’s interesting, he thought. I don’t think I’ve ever tried that before. Hmm, a spear and shield with separate powers, but would join together when wielded in tandem. Now that sounds like a good project! 
 
    Damon took a step forward, grinning as pointed at the golden door. “Alright, let’s go in there and start acting like magpies.” 
 
    Alastair raised an eyebrow. “You mean loot and pilfer everything that’s not bolted down?” 
 
    “Yes, that’s exactly what I meant.” Damon gave him a thumbs up. 
 
    Alastair shrugged. “Eh, fair enough. That’s exactly what I had in mind as well!” 
 
    He wouldn’t be a good crafter if he didn’t try to take anything and everything of value to his art, right? Everything that counted as a crafting material would be taken. Varanius knew the risks when he told Alastair about this place. He’d known that he was a Crafter and thus liable to take everything that wasn’t bolted down. Besides, the dead had no need for treasures. They were dead. The living would make better use out of it. 
 
    Damon stared at the door, the Black Dragon’s Spear materializing in his hand. “Should I cut it open or are we going to use that key you found?” 
 
    Alastair shook his head and walked toward the golden monolith. “We’ll use the key. I’m not sure if my creation can cut through this, and I don’t wish to find out. Besides, I’m taking this thing with me when we’re done, so don’t break it.” 
 
    Damon chuckled. “Ah, yes, you’re already channeling your inner magpie, my friend.” 
 
    Alastair walked toward the door and plunged the key into the one keyhole at its center. Almost immediately, the golden entrance shuddered, its glimmering runes shining brighter and brighter. A loud boom echoed. Puffs of ancient dust erupted from the sides of the massive door as it slowly swung open on its own as though pushed by invisible forces. The smell that assaulted their senses a moment later was staggeringly horrendous. 
 
    It was the smell of old death, but vastly amplified to a noxious degree. There were recent corpses too, perhaps only a few months old, likely other adventurers, who thought they could survive this place. Beyond the stink was a fell presence that lingered in the air, a cold darkness that brushed at the edges of Alastair’s mind. His eyes narrowed as he pulled his arbalest from his back and loaded a single bolt. 
 
    Damon must have noticed it as well. He sniffed the air several times and frowned. “There’s something strange here, Alastair, and I’m not talking about the stink in the air.” 
 
    “Yeah, your socks smell far worse than this,” Alastair muttered. “It’s necromantic magic, I think. I can sense the magic in the air, but it’s heavily tinted with the presence and aura of death.” 
 
    “My socks are none of your concern, thank you,” Damon huffed. “Do you think it might be dangerous? Our last encounter with magic was not exactly good.” 
 
    “Dangerous? Probably. There’s no way to tell if we just keep standing around here. Let’s go.” 
 
    Damon nodded as they stepped into the mausoleum itself. 
 
    Alastair breathed in sharply. “Be careful. A Fated Crafter made this place, and I’m expecting traps and such to start activating when we near the treasures.” 
 
    The interior was sparsely decorated. The walls and the ground appeared to be hewn from the same white marble, a veritable monolith of a structure if there ever was one. Even the stairs, which would lead them into the depths of the catacombs, were made entirely of the same smooth white stone. They found no treasures yet, for the area around them bore nothing more than coffins, each one shoved deep into the wall. 
 
    They were going to take whatever they could, but breaking open coffins was not something they were willing to do. Neither of them were willing to go that far for treasure.  
 
    And so they went on and descended the white stone stairway. 
 
    It should have become darker the deeper they went, but it didn’t. A strange, greenish glow seemed to emanate from… everywhere, providing them with just enough light to see in the abundant darkness that saturated the catacombs. There were braziers and torch holders, of course, but neither he nor Damon cared enough about the lack of light. The oppression of the shadows hampered them little. Alastair held up his free hand and created a ball of white flame, banishing the darkness in an instant. 
 
    “Ah, right, I keep forgetting you can do that,” Damon muttered, visibly relaxing as bright white light flooded the depths of the catacombs, illuminating the graves on the walls and the names etched upon them. 
 
    “Yeah, me too.” Alastair smirked, agreeing with Damon’s statement. It was a potent weapon against sinners, first and foremost, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t allowed to be a little creative with it. After all, the whole point of his abilities was creativity. “I keep forgetting I can use it for more than burning people to death.” 
 
    The White Flames of Shazdrak would light their way. 
 
    The depths were far more spacious than what lay above. The hallways were larger and wider, made all the more mysterious by the fact that everything still appeared to be made from the same white marble that made up just about everything else. Valdus must have been quite prodigious with the use of Shape if he can build something like this, Alastair thought. I’m not sure if I could even replicate this place if I tried. 
 
    Absently, Alastair reached for the nearest wall and laid his hand upon it. The white stone, however, refused to bend to his will, even with the use of Shape. Something actively kept it in place, a power that far surpassed his own. Even from beyond the realm of the living, Valdus’s power still kept his creations whole and unfathomably durable. Valdus had definitely been more powerful than Alastair was—at least right now—if he could come up with something like this. Granted, it had only been a few months since Thorondros, the God of Smiths and Craftsmen, had appeared to Alastair and given him the Fate of the Crafter. Still, Alastair hadn’t thought there were wards that countered his abilities.  
 
    “How fascinating!” 
 
    Surprising the both of them, it was Damon who’d said that. 
 
    Alastair whirled, eyes wide. Had a spirit of knowledge somehow taken over Damon’s body? It would regret doing that a few seconds later, considering the terrible state of Damon’s personal hygiene.  
 
    Damon was staring at a carving on the wall, a veritable sculpture fashioned into the white stone. Unfortunately—and unsurprisingly—said carving was that of a nude woman, whose details were precise and intricate that it could have been mistaken for an actual human being if not for the lack of color and… well, half of its body. 
 
    Alastair approached Damon, who was—quite literally—ogling a rock. “Damon, that’s an inanimate object. It’s not even alive.” 
 
    “Yeah, but… just… look at it!” Damon declared, gesturing to the carving. “Never before have I laid eyes upon such majesty! Never before have I seen an artwork that has so completely and perfectly captured the beauty of the female form. This is a masterpiece! Witness the curves and supple mounds! This is the work of a genius!” 
 
    Alastair shook his head, but humored Damon anyway. He stood beside Damon and leaned in, eyeing the carving. True enough, he found no blemish, no imperfection, no rigid surface. Everything about it was perfect. The face was beautiful—whoever this carving was based on must have been quite the ravishing figure in life. Though Cthonia was far more beautiful than her if he was being honest. Was this figure one of Valdus’s lovers? Whoever the carving depicted, she must have been important enough for him to preserve her likeness in stone for eternity. 
 
    And then he eyed the grave just below it, and the engraving that honored its name. Elisaveta Magnas Orellius, Alastair read, the Starry-Eyed Princess of Wisdom. May she sleep in eternal bliss and dream of purity, favored daughter of the Honored Father and Beloved Matriarch of the House of Orellius. 
 
    “This was Valdus’s daughter,” Alastair concluded. If she was the daughter of the honored founder, then she couldn’t be anyone else, except the daughter of Valdus. And then time seemed to come to a halt as Alastair’s mind processed the information. Damon muttered something, but he wasn’t listening. 
 
    Valdus had a daughter. 
 
    He was a Crafter. 
 
    Alastair was a Crafter. 
 
    Valdus likely had a wife. 
 
    Alastair had lain with Cthonia and was… rather thorough. Could he possibly be…? 
 
    He blinked once, his eyebrows rising higher than he ever thought they could rise. Alastair really hadn’t considered this before. “Oh boy… I did not consider the possibility of that.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Damon’s voice pierced through the haze in his mind. 
 
    Alastair turned to face Damon. “How many women do you think you have gotten pregnant?” 
 
    Damon’s casual and absent smile disappeared instantly. His whole body visibly froze, and his eyes widened. A single word escaped his lips. “Oh…” 
 
    “Yeah,” Alastair stood still. “The thought just crossed my mind, and I had to consider… what if Cthonia’s pregnant?” 
 
    “You’re worried about that?” Damon huffed. “She’s nobility. If she doesn’t want the baby, there’s always a way to get rid of it. But what about me?!” His eyes turned bloodshot, his face shrinking with fear. “How many babies do you think I might have?!” 
 
    Alastair gulped. Those children, if they were born, would be in for a world of disappointment once they started asking about their father. He didn’t bother answering that question, for Damon did not seem as though he wanted one. Instead, he gave Damon a silver lining. He leaned in and placed his free hand on Damon’s shoulder, keeping the white flame hovering just above his head so that it didn’t burn Damon. Damon had, after all, probably been involved in more than one case of adultery, which—the last time he checked—was technically a sin against man and the gods, due to the whole marriage contract thing. “And that’s why we’re getting out of this kingdom and leaving it behind forever!” 
 
    “Yep, I now have a brand new, way more pressing reason to actually get out of here!” 
 
    The both of them given newer, stranger motivations, they pressed on. 
 
    The catacombs weren’t built like a maze. The whole place was built linearly, with all the graves of all the family members lining the sides. Some apparently led insignificant lives, dying without having accomplished anything of note. Others were entombed as great heroes and leaders, or the commissioners of memorable artworks and masonry. Very few, Alastair counted only five thus far, were Fated, with all of them having been Crafters in the distant past, each one a direct descendant of Valdus. 
 
    “Wow, this place is way bigger than I thought and we haven’t even run into any actual danger yet!” Damon practically shouted into the darkness. His intention was clear. They’d been walking around for the last fifteen minutes and nothing had happened yet—no ghosts or ghouls to fight. The only sounds were their own footsteps, their own breaths, and their own voices. It shouldn’t have been this way. The long quiet and the seemingly harmless air did nothing for their nerves. 
 
    They hadn’t even run into any skeletons yet. Alastair had been expecting to see the corpses of previous adventurers on the floor, ravaged to death by whatever traps and protections Valdus had erected. There were many possibilities for that. It was entirely possible that whatever wards protected the treasures here were so unimaginably powerful that they left no trace of the adventurers, burning them out of reality itself, which didn’t explain the foul smell of death that seemed to be intertwined with the magic in the air. Another possibility was that the treasure room was far up ahead and— 
 
    A massive metal spike shot up from the ground. Alastair pivoted to the right, just  barely dodging it. It would have skewered him if not for his fast reaction time.  
 
    Alastair smiled, realigning himself, without taking a step back. “Ah, there it is!” 
 
    Damon grinned as well, willing forth the Black Dragon’s Spear, just in time as a similarly massive spike emerged from below him. Unlike Alastair, however, Damon did not bother dodging—he simply sliced and cut apart the spike before it could reach him, sending chunks of perfectly white marble flying. “Great! Some action! I was getting kind of bored.” 
 
    The spikes themselves appeared to hold the remains of several adventurers, impaled skeletal remains, still in armor, their ribs and spines cracked and broken through.  
 
    Damon whistled a flat tone as he reached for one of the skeletons and broke off a ringed finger bone. He eyed it for a moment, before tossing it to Alastair. “These guys aren’t high-ranked adventurers for sure. I’m not sure why the Guild didn’t warn them about this place.” 
 
    Alastair eyed the silver ring that was still stuck to the bone. The Guild’s symbol was etched on it. He shrugged and tossed it away. “The Guild probably didn’t care enough to send a real team to investigate this place. I’m guessing the House of Orellius fell before the Second Cataclysm and was forgotten for centuries.” 
 
    No, there had to be a logical reason as to why the Guild hadn’t already ransacked this place of all its treasure. But Alastair couldn’t think of one. The most likely—and simplest—reason was that the Guild had simply forgotten about this place. 
 
    “It just seems a waste of life not to warn a few young people of something that might kill them,” Damon muttered. 
 
    Alastair shrugged. “This may not have been a sanctioned mission for all we know. And… not all of the corpses are Guild members.” 
 
    They circled around more spikes and continued on, their superhuman senses providing them the defenses they needed to avoid getting skewered by the traps. On occasion, the ground would simply open into a seemingly endless chasm, instead of unleashing a deathly skewer. Perhaps Valdus was hoping that whoever reached this far would simply fall to their doom. Regardless, the pair avoided those as well, until the traps stopped activating.  
 
    At the end of the catacombs was a massive door. Unlike the golden door that served as the entrance to the mausoleum, elegant and fine in its décor, this new door could only ever be described as macabre. 
 
    It was made of a strange black metal that radiated a deathly presence, and a massive emerald-eyed skull was embedded into its center. Alastair leaned in closer and found haunting imprints of screaming faces upon the black metal, each one was so hazy it could hardly be said to be there at all, but could be seen if one looked closer. And, worse still, was the faint screaming that emanated for them, screams of mercy, screams of pain, and screams of torment. 
 
    It unnerved him more than he would care to admit. 
 
    Damon gulped, tapping the butt-end of the Black Dragon’s Spear against the surface of the horrid door several times to make sure it wouldn’t try to suck their souls out. In response, the low groaning and moaning of the things on the door became louder, a veritable cacophony of torment that caused their very bones to shudder.  
 
    Damon took a step back and frowned. “Alright, what the hells is up with this place?” 
 
    Alastair approached the door, his eyes narrowing. Appraise! 
 
      
 
    [The Death of Valdus] 
 
    Quality: Unique 
 
    Durability: 100,000/100,000 
 
    Value: 50,000 
 
    This Artifact was crafted by Valdus the Builder, using the souls of those he killed, forever imbuing its blackened metal with the unholy energies of death magic. Merely touching its surface will strip several days-worth of life from a person. Its very presence will slowly drain the vitality of all living things around it. 
 
      
 
    “Alright, Valdus was apparently fond of doing abominable things.” Alastair leaned away and took several steps back. “This door sucks the life out of anything that gets too close to it. Why Valdus built this deranged item, I do not know. Nor do I want to know.” He turned to Damon. “Alright, slice it apart as much as you like. I don’t want anything to do with this artifact.” 
 
    He honestly didn’t. The whole soul-sucking, life-eating business sounded far too evil for his tastes. After all, what business did Valdus have messing with other people’s souls and cramming them into a door of all things? No, the man was definitely involved in the dark arts and, as much as Alastair craved arcane artifacts, he’d willingly part with this one. 
 
    He’d take the golden entrance door, though. That one could stay right in his inventory, until he figured out what exactly he wanted to do with it. 
 
    Damon nodded and grinned. The Black Dragon’s Spear seemed to hum with agreement. It, too, found this strange door to be an abomination. Strange, Alastair thought, did his creation inherit bits and pieces of his personality?  
 
    Without further prompting, Damon swung the spear forward and cleaved a clean horizontal cut along the surface of the black door, leaving a trail of sickly green goo that slowly oozed out of the cut.  
 
    When Alastair peered closer, he found that the damage was mending itself. He turned to Damon, who’d likely already noticed the same thing, judging from the perplexed look on his face. “Slice and dice. Do it as fast as you possibly can.” 
 
    Damon nodded and did just that. His arms moved faster than Alastair’s eyes could follow, appearing as little more than a soft haze in the air. The Black Dragon’s Spear screamed its joy at slicing apart such a malign artifact. In just a few seconds, thousands of green gashes appeared on the surface of the black door, each one struggling to heal as more and more were added faster than the blink of an eye. 
 
    Not a moment later, the black door shuddered and audibly groaned. A huge crack appeared and split it down from the middle, rays of sickly green light peering out of the gaps. Damon immediately leapt away, and Alastair followed. If the damn thing was going to explode, they’d best be standing several feet away from it. 
 
    Damon’s eyes narrowed. “I actually felt some resistance when I cut into it. I’ve never felt that before.” 
 
    The Black Dragon’s Spear hummed in agreement. Its enchantment, which allowed it to cut through any physical object, must have been confused at the fact that something could actually resist it, albeit unsuccessfully.  
 
    Alastair nodded. “That thing was built by a powerful Crafter—more powerful than me. I wouldn’t be surprised if his creations could resist the Black Dragon’s Spear. Just be careful and don’t get overconfident. We’re dealing with forces here that are maybe just a bit higher than what we’re used to.” 
 
    “Excluding the Vainur?” 
 
    “Yeah, that was a one-time thing and we were lucky to have survived that.” 
 
    “Fair enough.” 
 
    The crack grew wider and wider, stretching across the entire surface of the black door. The green light that spewed out of it grew brighter and brighter as well, as though the tormented souls within were threatening to burst out with a vengeance. Their screams and wails echoed all across the catacombs, each one a voice that carried with it pain and suffering, and a longing to be free at last. Alastair blinked and realized that was exactly what was happening.  
 
    “The trapped souls are clawing themselves out of there,” he said. 
 
    Damon gulped. He raised the Black Dragon’s Spear and aimed it at the cracked door. “Is… is that a bad thing? Are we gonna have to fight freaking ghosts, now?!”   
 
    Alastair shrugged. He was considering the best way to deal with spectral opponents. The first thing that came to mind was to blast them with the White Flames of Shazdrak and see what happens. Failing that… Well, he had a single ace up his sleeve that he’d rather not use—ever.  
 
    Demon magic.  
 
    He and Damon swore never to use it, but if they got in trouble because their opponent was already dead, he may not have a choice. “With how things are going at the moment, we might just end up fighting actual ghosts.” 
 
    Damon groaned. “Can’t we just fight a dragon or something?” 
 
    The black door cracked apart, and a wave of green energies burst outward, flooding the catacombs. Small, emerald sprites bounded through the air, rapidly flying toward the entrance. Alastair felt the relief flooding through each one of them, the clarion call of freedom and rest. Some outright screamed for joy, while others howled, too caught up in the throes of their torment to feel anything other than pain and anguish. And yet, they all shared a single thing in common: they were all free. 
 
    The pair turned and watched the seemingly endless stream of green disappear.  
 
    Damon was the first to break the silence. “Well, that just happened.” 
 
    Alastair nodded. “Yeah… I wasn’t expecting that.” 
 
    “You’ve calmed the spirits of the restless dead,” said a dark and heavy voice behind them, accompanied by a sickening presence that oozed power.  
 
    Alastair and Damon whirled and drew their weapons. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alastair’s senses screamed at him to run away and never look back.  
 
    He stood his ground. 
 
    The primal sensation came in the form of a shadowy cloud over his mind’s eye. 
 
    The air grew thick and heavy. A strange and dizzying noise whirred in the back of his head. He didn’t like it, much less the constant urge to ditch his best friend and bolt.  
 
    Alastair gritted his teeth. “Get out of my head!” 
 
    Their enemy was like nothing Alastair had ever seen or read about before. A swirling vortex of green energy, vaguely humanoid in shape and appearance, inhabiting a heavily adorned piece of black-metal armor, screaming faces and skeletal patterns etched upon the surface of the charred steel. It stood as tall as a Vainur and carried with it a gruesome mace that was as large and as lengthy as a fully grown man. 
 
    Its helmet, shaped to resemble a skull, blazed green flames from its eyes. Fixed to each side were jagged horns resembling an elk’s antlers. 
 
    “Tsk,” Alastair grumbled. “A ghost in armor… How the hell are we supposed to fight that thing?” 
 
    Damon stirred and surged forward. With an almost lazy backhand, however, their enemy smacked him aside and sent the Fated Hunter hurling back. Damon spun in the air and landed on his hands and feet. 
 
    Damon pushed himself up. 
 
    Alastair’s hands blazed with white flames. “Are you alright? 
 
    Damon grunted in response. He spat blood on the ground and clutched at his stomach. “It went through my armor—his attack, I mean. You should try and stay back. A single hit from that thing will liquefy your insides.” 
 
    Alastair figured he could regenerate from that, but having his organs turned to mush did not sound like a very pleasant thing to experience at all. Besides, if he could stay back and attack from a distance, he would. Damon was the one who preferred to be up close and personal, anyway. 
 
    Damon then glanced at their enemy and frowned. “What the hells is it, anyway?” 
 
    Alastair shrugged. “I don’t know. I’ve never heard of anything that even remotely resembles this thing.” 
 
    He couldn’t claim to have memorized every single monster out there, but he’d at least breezed through his great-great-grandfather’s monster compendium, and Alastair could safely say that their current enemy definitely was not in that book.   
 
    “Yeah, I figured as much,” Damon muttered, taking in a deep and steady breath, then letting it out. 
 
    Alastair eyed the many skeletons in the chamber across them, at the foot of the giant in black steel armor—the desiccated corpses of adventurers, thieves, and lucky fools, who somehow braved through the traps and made it to that accursed door.  
 
    Behind the ghastly giant was a single, massive grave—and around that grave was a veritable sea of treasures, glimmering pendants, gold drachmas, and all sorts of gems that would have caught the eye of any would-be treasure-seeker. But what caught Alastair’s attention was the racks of weapons and armors, of shields and arrows and bolts. The fact that each of them had a distinct and unique look all but confirmed them as actual artifacts. 
 
    “Right.” Damon cleared his throat and took out a small leather pouch from his inventory before handing it over to Alstair.  
 
    These were the special mithril bolts Alastair had crafted in the event of running into another Vainur-tier enemy whose skin could shrug off almost anything Alastair could throw at it—the White Flames of Shazdrak included. The mithril bolts were capable of punching through almost any physical material. Alastair wasn’t certain just how well it’d do against a ghost.  
 
    “What should we do?” Alastair asked. 
 
    Luckily for them, their enemy didn’t seem to be interested in actually walking out of the shattered doorway. It just stood there menacingly. Strangely enough, it hadn’t spoken another word, since it first spoke to them a few moments ago. Alastair couldn’t quite escape the feeling that it was studying them as much as they were studying it. There was certainly nothing to stop that monster from just walking out of the chamber to attack them head-on. 
 
    Was it wary of their abilities? 
 
    Was it curious? 
 
    Being a ghostly entity, did it even care about their presence? After all, what could they really do to hurt it? 
 
    Whatever the case, it wasn’t doing anything for now and that meant they could plan around it—somehow. 
 
    “Alright, I’m going to try something,” Alastair muttered, bringing out several mithril bars from his inventory, alongside a bag of powdered mithril, and some explosive powder. A force bomb wouldn’t do much against this thing, since its whole body appeared to be composed of metal and energy. A force spear might just do the trick, piercing through its armor, before exploding. Hopefully, it would work. 
 
    Bind! 
 
    The items gave off a soft, white glow, before the world paused and three choices arrayed themselves in Alastair’s mind’s eye. 
 
      
 
    [Piercing Force Spear] 
 
    [Explosive Force Spear] 
 
    [Burning Force Spear] 
 
      
 
    Fascinating choices, Alastair thought idly. The one downside to this apparent upgrade was that he could only choose from the names themselves. There weren’t any clues as to their capabilities or functions, just the name of the possible artifacts. Still, the names themselves were obvious enough he didn’t need to ponder anything over for long. Though, why is there a Burning Force Spear in there? None of the materials I brought out could be used for burning, except maybe for the explosive powder… if I used it to ignite a bunch of dried twigs and leaves. Eh… 
 
    Without another thought, Alastair chose the Explosive Force Spear. The other two options didn’t seem as useful against such an opponent. Metals didn’t catch fire—they absorbed heat and slowly melted—which made the Burning Force Spear essentially useless. The Piercing Force Spear was useless in the sense that adding a few more holes into the walking, talking, hulk of metal didn’t seem likely to slow it down or kill it. 
 
    The Explosive Force Spear might just damage its armor enough so that it couldn’t properly attack with the stuff. 
 
    Maybe… 
 
    The world moved once more and the materials he’d gathered formed four mithril spears. Each one was plain to the eyes and wouldn’t have looked any different from an ordinary steel spear if not for the fact that they were all made entirely of mithril, from tip to butt. Like the force bomb that it’d taken inspiration from, the Explosive Force Spears were capable of unleashing bursts of power that caused time and space itself to rapidly expand, resulting in a cataclysmic explosion capable of shredding muscle and grinding bone to dust. 
 
    How Memnon actually survived the force bomb in their final encounter was baffling. Still, magic was, in many ways, about as crazy as having a Fate. 
 
    Alastair turned to Damon and gestured at the spears. “Throw these at him.” 
 
    Damon nodded and willed away the Black Dragon’s Spear, before picking up a single one of the Explosive Force Spears. Alastair placed his hands on the ground, just as Damon took aim, and practically forced the enchanted marble to obey his will. It took on the shape he wanted, but maintaining it was akin to trying to grab water. Still, it was enough, and twin hands of white marble surged from the ground, wrapping themselves around their enemy’s ankles. 
 
    “Now!” 
 
    Damon acted immediately, hurling the spear faster than Alastair’s eyes could follow. It appeared as a quick blur that surged through the air at the ghost. Their enemy staggered back, the spear embedded on its chest plates. Green energies wrapped around the mithril weapon, like ghastly tendrils. They wrapped around the shaft in a clear attempt to remove it. It moved an inch outward, then a loud thunderclap filled the air and the spear shattered. A colorless explosion boomed and sent both Alastair and Damon hurling back. A loud, metallic screech echoed. 
 
    The catacombs shook, and great clouds of dust puffed out into the air. 
 
    Alastair pushed himself up immediately, ears ringing from the explosion.  
 
    Damon stood up beside him and cracked his neck. “I don’t think that did it.” 
 
    Alastair nodded. “That’s why you have three more spears to throw at it.” 
 
    The dust settled after a few moments. And there they saw the mangled state of their enemy. Its front armor was savaged beyond recognition. Warped and bent, it should have been utterly useless.  
 
    But then the green energies within the armor erupted and ignited, taking on a hideously humanoid form as the foul vestiges of a skeletal system appeared on its sickly green torso. A loud grumbling poured from the ghastly creature, as though it was chuckling. Its voice was like the grinding and cracking of metal.  
 
    “That tickled,” it said. “You’re both too powerful to be mere mortals. And yet you have demonstrated no magical ability, thus far. You must be Fated—how quaint. I’ve not fought your kind since Gorgorod ripped through the way between the worlds.” 
 
    With a single hand, it grabbed its chest plate and ripped it right off, before tossing it aside. The armor piece smashed into the ground with a loud clang caused the catacombs to shake. It raised an armored hand and pointed at Alastair. “You’re a Crafter. There’s no mistaking your Fate.” 
 
    Alastair’s eyes narrowed. This thing was undeniably ancient if it had fought in the Second Cataclysm. And ancient beings had a tendency to be supremely powerful. 
 
    It turned to Damon and lowered its hand. “You, on the other hand, remain quite the mystery. You don’t seem to hold the Fate of the Warrior or the Knight. No… I’m going to take a wild guess and say you’re a Fated Hunter. The speed gave it away.” 
 
    To Alastair’s dismay, Damon started chuckling. “Hey, you actually got it right. I didn’t think my Fate was all that different from the other physically intensive Fates out there!” 
 
    The ghastly green thing chuckled as well. “Hunters are known for their immense speed. Their strength and durability are beyond human, but not quite as exaggerated as those of a Warrior or a Knight.” 
 
    “Right, this is a very interesting lesson,” Alastair said, forcing out a smile. The waves of deathly energies that spewed out of their enemy’s form was nothing short of nauseating. Its very presence was anathema to the natural laws of the world. It had to be destroyed. “But we’re here for a reason and talking to a ghost giant in armor isn’t it.” 
 
    Besides, it stood between them and the treasure. 
 
    Damon nodded grimly. “We can’t defeat it head on,” he whispered. “The space is too small, and it’s just about as strong as that Vainur, minus the flames and all.” 
 
    “I don’t want to fight either of you. I don’t want to fight anyone,” the ghastly giant declared. Its tone was somewhat resigned, utterly bitter, and incredibly tired. “But the seals of this armor bind me to the will of Valdus. I must protect the treasury. Destroy the armor and we can all be happy. You’ll ransack his damn treasures, and I can return to the afterlife. See? If you two win, then everyone wins.” 
 
    Damon shrugged, taking aim with another Exploding Force Spear. “I can’t argue with that logic.” 
 
    Alastair nodded and hummed. The thing before them now appeared to be the victim, he mused, bound to the whims of someone far more powerful than them. It was a tragedy. The dead should be allowed to rest, no matter who they were in life and what they did. Was this the power of necromancy? 
 
    Alastair shook his head. No, this was something else. Necromancy was simply the reanimation and repurposing of corpses—not the kidnapping of souls from the afterlife. He’d read about it, before, of the power of the legendary necromancers, who fought against the demonic legions of Gorgorod. Their deeds sang through history as the turners of the tides of war, whose magical powers forced the dead to march and fight once more. 
 
    “You’re trapped in that armor… just like the poor people in the door?” 
 
    The ghost giant nodded. “Yes, and regrettably so.” 
 
    Alastair felt his rage bubble. Just what sort of monster was Valdus? 
 
    And Damon chose that moment to hurl another spear. “No hard feelings!” 
 
    Alastair smiled. And from his hands spewed forth the White Flames of Shazdrak. He leaned forward and unleashed a massive cone of fire that seemed to engulf the treasury. Not a moment later, the Force Spear exploded and sent unseen energies hurling outward. This time, however, Alastair and Damon were ready. They stood still and resisted the force of the explosion.  
 
    When the dust settled, the giant stood there, unharmed.  
 
    Alastair grunted. “It didn’t affect the armor.” 
 
    The ghost giant nodded. “The armor was enchanted by Valdus to be capable of learning and adapting.” 
 
    “Well, couldn’t you have told us that earlier?” Damon groaned as he equipped the Black Dragon’s Spear. 
 
    Alastair grunted, but said nothing. The implication of an adaptive suit of armor was not lost on him. He could scarcely imagine what sort of strange materials and artifacts were used in its creation. 
 
    “Sorry, it’s just that I don’t usually talk to people—being stuck in a glorified cell for the last thousand years will do that to you.” The fiery ghost giant shrugged. 
 
    Alastair groaned. Thankfully, the armor wasn’t actively repairing itself. “Right, we’ll need a change of tactics.” 
 
    Damon raised an eyebrow. “You mean brute force this whole affair? Because I honestly don’t see how much planning we could possibly have against it.” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s just wing it.” Alastair shrugged and, with that, they both surged forward. Damon had apparently activated one or two of his skills as he was noticeably faster, far more than usual. When he moved, no blur followed, no faint trail of color, nothing. Alastair blinked and, in the next moment, one of the ghost giant’s armored limbs came flying off. 
 
    They didn’t stop. 
 
    The ghost giant turned away from Alastair, evidently having decided that Damon was the much larger threat. Or was the armor that decided? After all, he couldn’t hurt it with direct attacks, like Damon could. No, he had other, subtler methods. Alastair leapt upward. The giant’s armored back was revealed to him, utterly exposed. He was a Crafter, and it apparently severely underestimated his ability to destroy. 
 
    He laid a hand on the blackened metal and winced. 
 
    Alastair felt the skin, flesh, and bones of his hand wither upon contact, decades of life ripped out of them instantly. The only thing that kept his appendage together was his regeneration, desperately fighting to keep it from aging to dust. Fortunately, Alastair needed only a moment of concentration.  
 
    Shape! 
 
    The chest plate evaporated, alongside most of the armor on its upper body. A massive surge of energy exploded immediately after, sending Alastair flying back as necrotic magics and tormented souls screamed and clawed their way out of the blackened metal. Alastair slammed into a nearby wall and gasped, blood and spittle hurling out of his mouth. 
 
    What came next was a massive hand that pressed onto and quickly crushed most of his ribs. His eyes widened. Not a moment later, Damon leapt upward and quickly sliced off the ghost giant’s sole remaining arm, leaving it armless. 
 
    Alastair gasped and wheezed as he fell to the floor. His ribcage was crushed and shattered, and his spine likely didn’t fare any better. He couldn’t move or feel his body, all his limbs felt null and void. He could see them. They were still there and they were definitely intact, but the lack of— 
 
    Ah, there we go. I can feel them again. 
 
    Alastair breathed a sigh of relief when his bones began moving and realigning inside him. The pain, of course, was unbearable. He wanted to scream out his lungs and curse at anything and everything, but he couldn’t move his mouth. At best, Alastair let out a series of pathetic whimpers as Damon continued his onslaught. 
 
    Well, it wasn’t much of an onslaught since the ghost giant could do little but kick and flail. “So, do you happen to know what year it is? I’ve lost count,” the ghost giant said. 
 
    The monster sent a surging kick that would have decapitated Damon if he hadn’t weaved underneath it on time.  
 
    “Ugh,” Damon said, “it’s been some five hundred or so years since the last Cataclysm… ugh… Alastair, help me out here—you’re the smart one!” He leapt to the side and rolled over his shoulder. “…oh, yeah, his upper body’s still broken, but it’s more or less been some five hundred years or so, give or take a few decades,” Damon continued, shrugging. He ducked underneath another kick. He lunged forward for a powerful stab, but a wall of necrotic energies stayed his hand. 
 
    The ghost giant sighed. “I did not even think a hundred years had passed. Day and night simply blend together when you can’t see the sun, you know?” 
 
    In that moment, Alastair regained all sensations and freedom of movement, though the constant realignment of his muscles prevented him from actually moving, due to the immense pain of doing so. The crushing of his bones had also shredded his muscles. He breathed in very slowly, wincing with even the tiniest breath as his broken lungs expanded and contracted. Slow… shallow breaths… 
 
    Blood streamed out of his lips and nose, and onto the floor. He glanced up just in time to see Damon avoiding a wave of necrotic energies. While Damon was far sturdier and more durable than he ever could be, Alastair’s regenerative powers were stronger. He could survive getting blasted by necrotic energies, without getting aged to dust, but Damon couldn’t. He needed to fight on the move. 
 
    Alastair regained the feel of his arms not a moment later. His shoulders were crushed, alongside his ribs, but the damage they sustained was far lighter than the rest of his torso… which didn’t really say much, considering.  
 
    Despite the burning pain, Alastair pushed himself up on his feet. At the very least, his legs were fine. He breathed in and narrowed his eyes. The only armor pieces still left on him are the ones on his legs and the helmet, he thought. We’ll have to deal with the legs first if we want to get anywhere near his helmet. I’m also guessing it’s likely the source of his necrotic powers. 
 
    Alastair grimaced and sighed. Damon could get near the ghost giant’s helmet, but Alastair couldn’t. But Damon wouldn’t be able to survive the necrotic energies, while Alastair could. He sighed one last time. “This is going to hurt a lot.” 
 
    As Damon leapt over the ghost giant’s form, distracting it but for a moment, Alastair rushed forward. An armored leg lashed out, faster than his eyes could follow. And yet his body moved just the tiniest bit to the left, whether by his instincts or by a total accident. The blackened metal boot sheared through the right portion of Alastair’s torso, utterly breaking through his armor, Cthonia’s gift, Blaze and Bile. It shredded his bones and ripped through his lungs, muscles, and nerves. Blood gushed out of his massive wound. The world slowed down, and all the sounds around him seemed to flicker away. 
 
    And yet he kept going. 
 
    His vision dimmed, and his movements felt sluggish. A blazing pillar of necrotic energies fell over him, withering away his already-injured body. 
 
    But he kept going—not for himself, nor for Damon, nor all the treasures that lie just a step beyond their reach. No, he kept going for the sake of a single soul that should not have been bound into the world of living. He kept going, because freedom was the one thing all men deserved, even if they were already dead. 
 
    “Alastair!” 
 
    His body moved on its own, no longer taking directions from his mind. His world blackened, and his eyes slowly drifted to a close, even as he felt his hands crashing into the ghost giant’s armor. He smiled, despite all the blood that streamed out of his side and all the pain that wracked his mind. “Be free…” 
 
    Shape! 
 
    And then his world turned black. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    Ability Unlocked: [Necro-Flames] Level 1 
 
      
 
    Alastair gasped awake. 
 
    Ignoring the prompt on his system, he reached for the right side of his torso and deflated at the sensation of cold skin. He shook his head, his vision still a little blurry, though only because his eyes hadn’t yet adjusted to the faint darkness. He raised his right fist and willed forth a ball of white flame to appear above his head. 
 
    White lights illuminated the treasury, revealing all the glinting mountains of treasures and artifacts. 
 
    Damon was there too, sitting on the lone grave, which probably belonged to Valdus. 
 
    Alastair stood and rubbed his eyes clear. “Did we win?” 
 
    Damon shrugged. “Yeah, you vanished the guy’s legs, and I sliced off his head. We set him free.” 
 
    He then pointed to the far side of the treasury, to a bloody spot near the entrance. “Also, I think that’s your liver and kidneys over there… and a few of your ribs.” 
 
    Damon hopped away from the grave and landed in front of him. Damon shook his head and sighed. “Sheesh, man, I know you’re confident in your regeneration and I know it’s stronger than mine, but what you did was just plain stupid. And I’m supposed to be the dumb one.” 
 
    Alastair shrugged. His ability to disintegrate almost anything was powerful, perhaps even more powerful than most of the weapons he would ever create, but it had one fatal flaw that he was yet to remedy: its range was limited.  
 
    “Hey, it worked, didn’t it?” he said to his friend. 
 
    Damon hummed and grunted. “Still, you’re lucky the ghost boy didn’t kick you on the head. Otherwise, you’d have been toast. Man, you could have just stayed back and attacked from afar with your crossbow.” 
 
    Alastair sighed and waved away Damon’s concern. “I’ll keep that in mind for the next time we ever fight something like that. Anyway, we won! The treasures are ours!” 
 
    Damon shook his head and sighed, vaguely gesturing at everything around them. “Ghost boy warned me about them. Everything here, even the damn coins, is cursed. They’ll drain the life out of you if you touch them. The only thing that wasn’t cursed is Valdus’s sarcophagus and whatever’s inside it.” 
 
    “How do you know the ghost wasn’t lying?” Alastair asked. 
 
    “I tried to pick up a single coin and it made my hand wrinkly.” Damon grimaced. “I’m not touching any of the other stuff here.” 
 
    Alastair grunted as he approached the sarcophagus. It was intricately designed, made entirely of the same black metal that the ghost giant wore. Up close, he breathed in and felt the nascent energies within. There was no doubt about it. An immensely powerful artifact rested inside.  
 
    “Valdus really didn’t like people, did he?” he muttered. 
 
    Appraise! 
 
      
 
    [Sarcophagus of Valdus, the Builder, Patriarch of the Orellius Family] 
 
    Quality: Unique 
 
    Durability: 100,000/100,000 
 
    Value: 70,000 
 
    The final resting place of the legendary Crafter, Valdus, who forged some of the most wondrous artifacts known through history. Wars have been fought over his creations, and kingdoms and castles fell, because of them. In his final resting place, however, Valdus sleeps with his first and greatest creation, Earthshaper. 
 
      
 
    Alastair grinned as he reached for the lid of the sarcophagus and pushed. Strangely enough, Valdus didn’t bother locking up his final resting place. Damon appeared beside him and helped push. 
 
    The lid fell to the ground, clattering amongst the thousands and thousands of gold coins. 
 
    Within the confines of the sarcophagus rested the corpse of the legendary Crafter, withered and dried and rotted, holding his most powerful creation close to his chest. It was a war hammer. It bore no intricate design and neither was it etched with glimmering runes. Its handle was made of hardwood, and its head bore two faces, each one for the same purpose, made entirely of mithril, but shaped plainly. 
 
    Alastair reached for the weapon and ripped it out of Valdus’s grip. 
 
    Appraise! 
 
      
 
    [Earthshaper] 
 
    Quality: Legendary 
 
    Durability: 1,000,000/1,000,000 
 
    Value: N/A 
 
    Only a Crafter may wield this weapon, for only a Crafter may realize the full extent of its potential. Built by Valdus when he first gained his Fate, this weapon greatly enhances the power and range of its users Shape ability, allowing them to use the skill even from great distances. With this tool, Valdus pulled great islands from the depths of the sea, flattened great mountains, and reduced castles to rubble. 
 
      
 
    Alastair grinned. “Oh yes.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You were imprisoned here?” 
 
    Alastair and Damon sat at the edge of the battlements that surrounded the massive prison of Karkus, the once pristine and imposing structure meant to hold the most powerful of villains and monsters, the Fallen. Now, however, the prison was little more than a glorified holding area for the enemies of the nobility.  
 
    And it wouldn’t be useful for that purpose anymore—not since Alastair had taken all the mithril bars that made up the actual confinement cells. Without them, Karkus wouldn’t even be a good castle. It was too remote, cut off from the rest of the Middle Kingdom. Bandits and marauders might make good use of this place, but they’d have to trudge through a forest, teeming with monsters, just to get here. 
 
    “Only until I woke up.” Alastair smiled and huffed, raising his right hand to his mouth and taking a bite out of the dried jerky he’d held onto. 
 
    “The other guy… uh, Bris, was here, as well?” 
 
    “Yeah, he’d accepted his fate—I didn’t. So, I talked some sense into him.” Alastair nodded, eyeing the distant path that would lead them into a crack upon the Charred Mountains, a passage to the other side, to the Plains of Gorgorod and Blasted Lands. Those lands were cursed and forever sundered by the blood of dead gods and the millions of mortals who perished in the Second Cataclysm, felled by the fiery armies and blackened legions of the God of Chaos. 
 
    The lands beyond beckoned them forward.  
 
    Damon hummed as he took a bite out of a full ham, cured and spiced. “We should head out soon. I can smell traces of monster activity in this place. This prison might be crawling with them when the sun goes down.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Alastair gulped down his jerky and stood up. He yawned and stretched his limbs. “Alright.” 
 
    The sun was setting behind them, and yet it was clear the Plains of Gorgorod held a strange brightness to it, a land of perpetual flames, burning even hundreds of years after the shadow of demons and monsters left the world. The stories often told that all the lands beyond were charred black and rendered down to soot and ashes, but Damon dared to dream of something more, of something beyond the corruption of Gorgorod, an entire world for them to explore. Alastair could not help but share Damon’s dream. Even when doubt filled his mind, Alastair wanted Damon’s dream to be true. 
 
    Because if I stay in the Middle Kingdom for another month, I might just end up a villain. Alastair breathed in and out, and slowly drove back the thoughts from his mind.  
 
    With his power, he could have rearranged this dreadful country into whatever shape he desired, to enlighten the people and give them the tools they need to rule over themselves, to shatter the pillars of nobility, even if it meant Cthonia would become his enemy.  
 
    And yet, he couldn’t—not yet.  
 
    If he tried to do any of that now, as he was, Alastair was certain he’d fail and die. Neither he nor Damon were the strongest in the continent and it’d just be plain idiotic to assume they were the only Fated. He wasn’t even certain if Damon would stand by his side if he wanted to start a rebellion and upheave the social and political order of the whole country.  
 
    No, I need power, he decided. I need all the power. 
 
    His newly found Necro-Flame ability was a good start, but it wasn’t enough. He hadn’t practiced using it yet, either. 
 
    The world was so much bigger than just the Middle Kingdom, and it stood to reason that power could be found beyond the Charred Mountains. And Alastair was excited to find it.  
 
    “Let’s go.” Alastair equipped Earthshaper and smashed it against the walls of Karkus. And then he pictured it in his head: a grand stairway of stone and metal and earth, shaped from the very land around them. The ground shook for a moment, great clouds of dust shooting up. 
 
    The world obeyed. And from atop the battlements, Alastair and Damon looked on as a massive wave of earthen blocks moved forward, forming a great descent of stairs that reached all the way to the bottom of the mountain, upon whose rocky peak Karkus was built. Boulders were flattened and bent, great swathes of soil and sand were hardened and joined together. Reality itself seemed to bend at his command. 
 
    And then it stopped. 
 
    This was only the second time he’d used Earthshaper to remake a huge portion of land. The first time had been when he reduced the Orellius Castle to dirt by accident and then remade it into a… house.  
 
    “Damn.” Damon whistled as he glanced down at the stairway. “That new weapon of yours is amazing.” 
 
    Alastair smiled and eyed Earthshaper. It truly was. But it was just a tool. The true power came from him. In Damon’s hands, it would just be another hammer and, frankly, it wasn’t even a very good hammer. It was unbalanced and unwieldy, and would be painfully useless against a large monster.  
 
    In Alastair’s hands, however, Earthshaper’s full potential could be unleashed, acting as a locus of one of his most powerful abilities, Shape, the hammer could, quite simply, reform large swathes of land. It could turn great boulders into disks, flatten mountains, form intricate mazes upon the soil, and even grant fertility upon dry and arid lands. The possibilities were endless, the only real limit being Alastair’s own creativity and will. 
 
    And neither of those would be found wanting. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Alastair replied, before sending the weapon into his inventory. 
 
    And that had been another peculiarity about the ancient and powerful weapon: he, a Crafter, could send it into his inventory. That shouldn’t be possible. Every other weapon he’d created or found just wouldn’t respond to the function. And yet, Earthshaper did. He’d figured out, however, that the reason for that was rather simple: despite its apparent status as a weapon, Earthshaper was a tool for creation, not destruction. Sure, it could be used for destruction, but it was ultimately a crafting implement, allowing him to craft great and wondrous structures. As such, he could send it into his inventory, because it was a tool before it was a weapon. 
 
    They proceeded down the stairs and onto the long path. The trail itself was rough, filled with ancient moss and overgrown grass, ferns sprouting from gaps between the old stone pavements. If the trail was used once, then it must have been a very long time ago. The road they walked on, if it could be called a road at all, didn’t look as though it’d been stomped on by human feet for a very long time. There were places where the path disappeared under a great host of trees and shrubs, but Damon’s keen senses and sharp vision saw them through. 
 
    They encountered no monsters, even as howls and roars echoed from beyond the trees—creatures massive and small. Alastair felt eyes on them, shadows that hid in the darkness of the woods and the cover of the elements, but no creature ever walked out to reveal itself and none dared attack, even when great lumbering footsteps echoed in their midst. An hour passed. The sun was steadily dipping beyond the horizon.   
 
    “There’s something…” Damon said, sniffing the air and stopping as they reached a clearing of sorts, where the trail ran through. The ground there was dry and tough, with only very few plants growing from the tiny cracks that ran across the soil, if at all. At the edges of the clearing were strange, golden flowers that emitted a small, but powerful aura of magic. 
 
    Alastair stopped in his tracks and glanced around. He then walked toward the golden flowers, curiosity having bound a collar around his neck, urging him to see what these peculiarities were. Did Crafters dabble in alchemy? Were those separate fields? Whatever the case, magical flowers were surely interesting, even if the chances of such things being useful to his crafting were low. 
 
    Alastair reached for one of the flowers, then pulled his hand away. He’d intended to just rip one out of its stem, but then decided against it. Like the glowing blue crystals in Mount Morthog, these things might just become useless once separated from whatever they might have been connected to.  
 
    Appraise! 
 
      
 
    [Aurumite Flower] 
 
    Quality: Rare 
 
    Durability: 15/15 
 
    Value: 5,000 
 
    These flowers gather sunlight and turn it into pure light magic, which it then constantly uses to nurture and heal itself, allowing the flower to stay alive, even in the most barren lands, the coldest regions, and the most powerful storms. Light mages and alchemists can use it in the creation of potent potions and brews. Be warned, however, as the flower is extremely toxic, unless handled properly. 
 
    [Information] Light magic, unless properly channeled and isolated by a powerful practitioner, can cause extreme bodily degradation. 
 
      
 
    Hmm, it doesn’t say what it’s capable of doing or how it came to be, but neither does it say that it will wilt and die if I take it. In fact, the Light magic thing tells me it’ll survive if I do. Alastair shrugged, before taking a whole handful of the Aurumite Flowers, the lot of them still attached to their stems and roots, and sent ten of them into his inventory.  
 
    “What do you smell?” he asked, turning to Damon. 
 
    Damon stood there, facing further eastward, though not quite following the path. Damon breathed in once more, grimacing. The Black Dragon’s Spear appeared in his hands. Alastair stiffened and absently equipped Earthshaper in his right hand. He had a pretty good idea what sort of monster carried the smell of brimstone, and it wasn’t anything they were prepared to face.  
 
     “It’s… brimstone… I think, and charcoal,” Damon said. “And another smell, but I’m not too sure. It’s big and… flying. We’ll end up crossing paths with it if we continue down the trail.”   
 
    It’s either a wyvern or a dragon, Alastair mused. If it smells like brimstone, then it’ll be capable of breathing fire—it’ll be a Scarlet Wyvern or a Red Dragon. Both of those would be difficult to fight, due to their aerial capabilities. Dragons have heavily armored skin, so only Damon can fight it head on. Wyverns like to drop things on you from above. 
 
    “It’s either a dragon or a wyvern,” Alastair said, moving forward. He didn’t quite recall all the details about them from his great-great-grandfather’s journal, but he did remember enough to be wary of the beasts. “Both of those are going to be a pain to fight. If we do encounter them, we should try to stick to the trees. Wyverns like to drop boulders on their targets. Dragons prefer to stay in the air, while they roast their victims alive.” 
 
    Damon nodded. “So, we avoid fighting them, then? My regeneration is good, but I don’t fancy getting turned into a kebab.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’ll probably be the only way you can get women to think you smell any better than the nearest compost pit.” 
 
    “Ah, I—” Damon paused and sniffed himself. And then had the audacity to look sheepish as he scratched the back of his head. “That’s probably fair, yeah.” 
 
    “Let’s go.” 
 
    With the sun rapidly setting behind them, Alastair and Damon walked forward, following the thin trail that would lead them to the Charred Mountains, where no mortal dared to walk. Dark stories and foreboding legends were told of the blackened range. It was said that the vilest and most powerful monsters lurked in the shadows of the mountain: Storm Wolves, Basilisks, Dragons, Wyrms, and Titans. 
 
    The closer one got to the base of the landmass, the more dangerous the monsters. And yet, they encountered none. It was as though the path itself repelled the creatures and kept them from charging out of the woods. As they walked forward, the noises—the giant footsteps, the breaking of trees, and the splitting of twigs—became ever prevalent in the shadows beside them. 
 
    And yet nothing happened. The beasts of the woods stood back, only ever appearing as faint whispers and vague sounds. Not even the lumbering behemoths dared approach, keeping themselves just out of sight. 
 
    Looking around, it didn’t seem as though the trail was enchanted to ward off the monsters; Alastair felt no lingering trace of magic in the air or on the soil. “Do you smell anything weird? I mean aside from what you smelled earlier.” 
 
    Damon shrugged. “You mean aside from the literal thousands of monsters around us that aren’t attacking for some reason? Not really. They’re right around us but aren’t doing anything.” 
 
    The answer was the same each time Alastair asked that question. 
 
    The monsters were all there, but—for some strange reason—they refused to attack. Something was definitely warding them away somehow. 
 
    It was either that, Alastair mused, or the monsters were simply afraid of them. 
 
    “Should we stop and make camp?” Damon asked. 
 
    Alastair shook his head. “No, we need to keep going; the sooner we reach the passage, the better.”  
 
    “Aren’t you going to miss this place, just a little?” 
 
    They stood at a part of the trail that was surrounded by tall, hardwood trees. The ground was mossy and filled with shrubbery, spiny ferns, and sharp rocks. Stopping to make camp was a luxury. Neither of them needed sleep or rest, and they both had plenty of food and water. 
 
    And yet, Alastair paused. 
 
    He turned and breathed in the smell of his homeland, the evergreen fields, the little rivers, the vast fields of grain, and the endless meadows that dotted the mountains. Despite everything, despite all the hatred he felt for all the ugly things in the Middle Kingdom, and despite all the evil that plagued it, his homeland truly was beautiful. Alastair would be lying to himself if he said he wouldn’t miss it. 
 
    He would miss Larisa and the memories he had of home, the memories of his childhood, of working the forge with old man Kaelos, eating roast chicken, and all the other little things he’d taken for granted. 
 
    “I’ll miss the good things.” Alastair smiled, before walking onward. “I’ll miss all the things that made me smile and laugh, all the memories we made with our neighbors, the festivals, and the games we used to play when we were kids. I’m going to miss all that—Larisa, in particular, will always be dear to me. But aside from Cthonia, I don’t think I’m going to miss anything else.” 
 
    “And aside from…” Damon paused and put his hand to his chin as he thought. He held out a hand, tapping each finger as he counted and murmured to himself, “Sarah, Mary… Joanne… Gods, Joanne…” 
 
    Alastair shook his head, a smile creeping across his lips. “I’m sure they’ll miss you too. Well, the ones who aren’t glad to be rid of you.” 
 
    Damon grinned.  
 
    The pair continued forward as the sun slowly died out at their backs. Night fell half an hour later. The shadows crept forward and embraced all in its coldness. And yet Alastair and Damon walked on, undeterred by the cold or by the presence of the thousands of monsters that lurked in the shadows around them. They needed no light to reveal the path before them. The stars twinkled brightly, and the moon was close to full, sending its rays of silver fire. 
 
    “The smell you mentioned earlier,” Alastair began, eyeing the rocky path before him. The only reason they even recognized it was because it stood out from all the moss and the grass. Very few things were able to grow from the cracks between the ancient and withered pavement stones, only the hardiest of plants and ferns.  
 
    Damon stopped and sniffed the air. And then he frowned.  
 
    “Is it still headed toward us?” Alastair asked.  
 
    Damon nodded. “Yeah… it’s headed for us. The wind’s blowing toward it, so it must be following our scent.” 
 
    “Dragons are known to be capable of following the scent of their prey from a hundred miles away.” 
 
    Of all the creatures Monster Hunters feared, the dragon was one that stood above all others, mankind’s greatest symbol of fear, power, domination, and destruction. A single dragon was capable of laying waste to entire kingdoms in a matter of hours. Such was their power that even the demons of Gorgorod feared them in the Second Cataclysm. It made quite a bit of sense that his great-great-grandfather had extensive notes on them, including their nasal prowess.  
 
    “We should be ready,” Alastair said. “But we’ve never fought a dragon before and Monster Hunters formed whole squadrons to take down even a single one, so we should be careful.” 
 
    Damon chuckled. “You should try telling yourself that.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Wyverns sometimes hunted in packs of three or four, but said packs only ever lasted until they actually had to share the meal, at which point the largest and strongest of the winged beasts would take charge and eat first, before leaving behind the carcass for the others. Wyverns were notorious for their binge-eating habits, however, and were known for consuming all kinds of junk that most creatures wouldn’t bother eating. The notes on Alastair’s great-great-grandfather’s journal explained that their hideously powerful stomach acids and potent venom made eating anything possible—as long as it wasn’t rocks. 
 
    There were a bunch of theories, floating around Monster Compendiums, that wyverns were very distant relatives of dragons. Unlike dragons, wyverns were incapable of breathing fire, incapable of advanced thought, incapable of communicating beyond chirps and growls.  
 
    And yet, a lot of villagers, if asked, would say they were more afraid of wyverns than they were of dragons. The simple truth was that one could go about their whole life without ever encountering a single one of the majestic, fire-breathing monsters, whose intelligence was on par with a human being’s. Wyverns, on the other hand, were liable to swoop down from the skies at any traveler who was unlucky enough to cross one. 
 
    Dragons were solitary creatures, only emerging from their treasure troves to hunt once every few decades. The ancient monsters preferred to sleep and dream for many years, content to just lay over their mountains of gold and jewels.  They were powerful and without equal. It would take an army of Monster Hunters to take down even a single dragon and, even then, victory wasn’t assured. 
 
    Alastair’s great-great-grandfather’s journal described one hunt in detail. An emerald dragon—one of the most common varieties of dragon—had been terrorizing a village for years. Alastair had shuddered when he read how the beast’s tail had spewed torrents of vile poison through the streets, how its barbs had torn through the Monster Hunters’ armor like straw. And emerald dragons were the weakest variety. Alastair couldn’t even imagine what the more powerful varieties—black dragons and scarlet dragons—would be capable of. 
 
    Damon’s favorite weapon, which also happened to be Alastair’s first and greatest creation, the Black Dragon’s Spear, was crafted from the bones of a black dragon, whose teeth and claws remained sharper than any weapon or material, even long after its death. Looking back, the journals never mentioned how Gwyn, the Hunter, was able to defeat such a fearsome beast. Alastair seriously doubted that Damon, even with all his passive skills and active skills activated, could take on a black or scarlet dragon and live to tell about it. 
 
    Or build a village around its bones. 
 
    Emerald dragons, white dragons, sapphire dragons, black dragons, scarlet dragons… Each kind of dragon was dangerous in its own right—and Alastair had no way of knowing whether the beast flying toward them was a dragon or a wyvern. 
 
    Alastair weighed the possibilities in his head. “It’s probably an emerald dragon. Its flames will hurt, but our regeneration will probably see us through. We’ll have to be careful if it lands, though. Those things are known for preferring close quarters, biting, chomping, clawing, and thrashing their venomous tail around.” 
 
    “Oh yeah?” Damon said as he sniffed the air and frowned. “Because I smell two of them.”  
 
    Alastair tried not to show his fear on his face. “It wasn’t going to be an easy fight with one, and it’ll be less so with two.” 
 
    Damon scowled, the Black Dragon’s Spear seemingly humming in his grip. When Alastair looked, the red eye at its center was wide open. There was a strange energy about his creation. The eye was usually closed. Alastair had only ever seen it open maybe once or twice, but it was definitely open when the spear was ‘awakened’.  
 
    Groaning, Damon picked up a single pebble from the ground and hurled it toward the distant shadows, still flying toward us. They were close enough now that Alastair could see them if he squinted his eyes. They definitely had wings. “This reminds me of that stupid giant bat you killed. Gah! Flying enemies are the worst!” 
 
    Alastair shrugged. “We haven’t really fought a lot of them, to be fair. Hells, I don’t even think the Vainur counts as a flying enemy, even if it had wings.” 
 
    “Fine, we fought one and it was annoying enough!” 
 
    “Fair enough.” It had forced him to use demonic flames just to save Damon’s life, who—in turn—was forced to use demon’s blood to save himself. In the end, neither of them had been prepared to fight a foe, who dominated the air. Neither of them had ever fought such a monster before. If it had been a wyvern or a dragon at the time, Alastair would not have been so sure about their chances. 
 
    A loud and distant roar rocked the earth and bent the trees. A powerful and forceful gust of winds shot toward and around them. Alastair gritted his teeth as the building air pressure threatened to lift him off his feet. His eyes widened at the seemingly rhythmic pattern. 
 
    Wing beats, he realized. The winds were exploding and bursting at the beat of massive, thunderous wings. Luckily, Damon grabbed Alastair by the collar and forced him back onto the ground. Alastair staggered and almost fell flat on his face, but quickly realigned himself. The powerful winds certainly did not help in that regard.  
 
    “Hold still!” Damon cried. “You’re going to fly off!” 
 
    “How in the hells are you not affected at all?” 
 
    “I am! I’m doing my best not to get blown away!” 
 
    Damon gritted his teeth and hurled Alastair toward the trees. Alastair’s eyes widened, but he caught on immediately. He straightened himself in the air and eyed a particularly strong and sturdy tree, whose roots were not disturbed by the coming storm.  
 
    Alastair held out both his hands and slammed onto the trunk of a massive tree. It stung everywhere, and he was rather certain he’d broken a rib or two, but it’d worked. He grabbed hold and held on as the winds kicked up and even Damon was sent flying off.  
 
    “Weeeeeee!” Damon spun in the air and surged upward, before another explosion of winds sent him flying off. Like a cartwheel, Damon disappeared into the tree line, but not without shouting, “This is actually kinda fun!” 
 
    Alastair rolled his eyes, but then he considered it for a moment. He shrugged and let go of the tree trunk. The wind sent him flying. He held out his hands and spun. 
 
    He hated the fact that it was actually kind of fun. 
 
    “Weeeeeee!” 
 
    He’d never admit it to Damon, though. 
 
    Alastair spun up until he slammed into another tree and felt his spine crack. Blood gushed out of his mouth as he fell down, the rush of wind blocked by a massive oak tree. He laid there for a moment, unmoving, before his regeneration kicked in and repaired his broken bones. He breathed out, practically wheezing, before slowly breathing in again. 
 
    Did he regret doing that? 
 
    “I’m never doing that again,” Alastair muttered to himself.  
 
    “Yeah, that was probably a bad idea.” Damon emerged beside him, looking like he’d seen better days. On the center of his chest was what appeared to be… 
 
    “Hey.” Alastair pointed at the moist, brown thing. “Is that a piece of—” 
 
    “Don’t ask.” Damon’s eyes were wide open. He was doing his best not to look down. “Let’s just pretend that’s not there and move on with our lives, yeah?” 
 
    Alastair nodded, stood up, and stretched his arms, his spine cracking loudly as he did. “Alright, even I can hear the flying monsters at this point. If they want to attack us for whatever reason, we stick to the trees. Trying to fight them out in the open is going to be suicide. We’ll get roasted alive, and I don’t want to test my chances against a freaking dragon.” 
 
    Damon shrugged and scratched the back of his head. “Yeah, I don’t want to test how hard my skin is against that, either. The Vainur was one thing, I guess. You said it was weakened, but this dragon probably isn’t.” 
 
    That was a fair point. Their armor had been able to weather the Vainur’s flames, but the creature had been weakened. Alastair wasn’t sure if their armor would weather a dragon’s fire, however—certainly not one at full power. Even an emerald dragon’s fire might put their armor to the test. 
 
    Alastair breathed in and gulped. “We stick to the trees and move forward, follow the path, without actually walking on top of it. We can’t risk being seen.” 
 
    Then again, dragons had a very keen sense of smell. They would be found out immediately if the winged monsters were actively searching for them. In which case, all they could do was pray that it wasn’t looking for them. Having to fight for their lives against—potentially—two dragons wasn’t something either of them wanted to do. Hells, not having to fight any monster when they would finally be leaving the Middle Kingdom would have been a miracle. 
 
    Alas, miracles weren’t interested in them. 
 
    The skies parted as two colossal shadows appeared, blotting out the sun as their mighty wings stretched out. Twin roars boomed and threw Alastair onto the ground on his back, and then silence. His ears bled and ached, and only the dull, throbbing sensations around him remained. Their roars had blown out his eardrums, he realized. 
 
    Damon screamed something, but Alastair only ever caught the movement of his lips and nothing else. 
 
    And then the sounds slowly returned. They came, at first, as a dull and faint thing at the back of his head, before surging forward. 
 
    Damon had drawn the Black Dragon’s Spear and was standing in front of him. Damon’s posture told Alastair much. He wasn’t sure what to do against their new enemies. At the very least, he wasn’t afraid, only weary. “Alastair, what do we do?” 
 
    Alastair tried pushing himself up, but the air itself seemed intent on pushing him back down.  
 
    Damon was able to stay upright by the strength of his limbs and, even then, Damon was visibly struggling.  
 
    “I…”  Alastair began. 
 
    The twin shadows hovered above them. The flaps of their massive wings caused the very trees around them to dance and weave as though they were naught but blades of grass. 
 
    Alastair squinted his eyes in an attempt to get a good look at the monsters. 
 
    He saw the color of their scales and the crests on their heads, the sheer length of their wings. Most of all, he felt the gravity of their presence, the weight of their auras. The creatures that hovered above them were far beyond anything they had fought, greater than even the Vainur. 
 
    And then his eyes widened. 
 
    A black dragon and a scarlet dragon hovered above them, their blazing eyes fixed on both him and Damon. 
 
    “Oh boy,” Damon muttered, slowly raising the spear in a defensive stance. “This doesn’t look good.” 
 
    “Yeah, it really doesn’t.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
    Alastair hated fear. 
 
    He hated the way it made his blood run cold, and the way it made his heart jump and jolt in his chest. He hated how it made people irrational. He had felt this very same fear when Larisa was attacked by the Primal Goliath, when his world seemed to pause and grind to a halt at the presence of a monster that literally towered over the local houses.  
 
    At the core of this hatred was a simple seed that had grown into something more, something greater. Alastair hated fear, because fear was the end of rationality, because it was the end of greatness, because it was the end of bravery, and because it was the greatest killer of men. 
 
    Fear was the murderer of mankind. 
 
    Fear was the one thing he needed to be rid of, the one thing he hated about himself. I will not be afraid! he told himself defiantly. 
 
    Alastair forced himself up, groaning. The force that wanted to keep him down was overwhelmingly powerful. It gnawed on his muscles and his bones, and threatened to rip him apart, piece by piece, until there was nothing of him left, but he fought through it. The power of the pair of dragons was beyond him—it was beyond anyone. These were creatures that contended with the gods and even won at times. Mortals, even Fated, were not meant to stand in the face of such raw power. 
 
    And yet, he stood in their face, even when his bones creaked and his knees bent the wrong way, even when it took every fiber of his being to remain on his feet. If he was going to die, if he was going to stare death in the face, then he would do it standing.  
 
    Alastair would stand. No gods and no masters. He would stand, even if his body would break and bend and scream for mercy. 
 
    No gods, no masters! Alastair’s left hand balled into a fist, whilst his right tightened around Earthshaper’s handle. His whole body trembled, fighting to keep itself upright in the face of the twin behemoths that hovered above them. His muscles tore, and his bones broke, and they would fix themselves moments after, only for them to break and tear once more. It was a vicious cycle that made him want to scream in pain and writhe in agony. 
 
    But he didn’t. 
 
    Alastair stood defiantly and raised his weapon at the god-like monsters above them. “I will not be cowed by your presence! Do you hear me! I will not be bullied! I will not kneel! I am Alastair, and I recognize no higher authority than my own! I recognize no gods. I recognize no masters!” 
 
    He almost fell, but Damon took a single step back and grabbed him by his right shoulder, keeping him upright. Alastair turned and offered Damon a weary smile. Damon was faring far better than he was, considering his enhanced durability.  
 
    Damon grinned. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Alastair nodded and forced out a smile. “As okay as I’ll ever be.” 
 
    He glanced up and noted the slight and sudden tilting of the black dragon’s head. It was observing them. The fact that they weren’t already showered in flames indicated that it likely wasn’t here for a fight. It was confusing, but also brought a bit of relief that quickly flooded through his form, like warm water. True enough, the dragons had just been hovering up there for the last minute or so. If they had wanted to, they would have bathed the whole forest in their flames, and neither he nor Damon would have been able to stop them. 
 
    With an almost casual snort, eliciting a great plume of fire from its nostrils, the black dragon stopped flapping its massive, shadowy wings. It did not descend from the air, nor did it seem at all bothered by the fact that it somehow remained airborne, without constantly generating lift. It hardly made sense, but if one had the ability to kill Gods, then being able to ignore a few physical laws must be a rather simple thing to do. 
 
    The scarlet dragon eyed its fellow for a moment, before stopping as well. The twin dragons lingered in the air, unmoving, and uncaring. The two of them could destroy the entirety of the Middle Kingdom in a day if they wanted to—and they were aware of their power. It showed in their form, in their slight movements, and in the way their eyes seemed to look down upon all. Arrogance, borne of the very simple fact that there were very few creatures capable of challenging them. 
 
    Alastair gritted his teeth, but otherwise decided to remain as docile as possible. He lowered his hammer to the side and waited.  
 
    Damon noticed this and lowered the Black Dragon’s Spear as well. He leaned in slightly, a sheepish look on his face as he spoke, “Alright, they’re not doing anything. What’s going on? This is confusing. It’d make more sense if they started blasting everything with fire.” 
 
    Alastair shrugged. He felt the same way. If the dragons wanted to, the two of them would be left with very few choices and none of those would be pretty. At the very least, they might survive, as long as they weren’t melted into a puddle or flattened, shredded, and thrown to the four winds. No, if it came down to a fight, the only thing that either of them could do was to flee and make for the mountain pass.  
 
    “I agree. Dragons are intelligent. So they’re obviously thinking something.” 
 
    Damon whistled and glanced up. He didn’t seem afraid now. In fact, he looked almost calm and… curious. “Well, they must want to talk or something if they haven’t started roasting us yet.” 
 
    Alastair chuckled at the almost unbelievable thought. The dragons—almighty, destructive, and unchallenged beings that they were—wanted to communicate with them about something? Hah, the idea was absurd and ridiculous, but also a very distinct possibility, because—despite everything, despite all the books that told him of their danger and power—the dragons really hadn’t done anything yet, except for flap their wings and cause trees and shrubs and dust to start flying everywhere.  
 
    “I’m going to try something,” Alastair said. 
 
    He steadied his nerves and took a single step forward. He glanced up at the dragons, leveling his eyes with theirs, letting them know that he was not afraid of them, that he would not back down, but also that he would not be the aggressor in a conflict between them if it came to that. He hoped it didn’t. The very idea of having to fight a dragon was already unsettling in and of itself. Having to fight two of the most powerful variants was just… suicide. 
 
    “What do you want from us?” Alastair yelled up at the dragons. 
 
    It was a gamble. There was no way to determine if the scaly tyrants could even understand his language, though a nagging feeling at the back of his head told him they could. After all, these were beings whose age defied reason, who were already ancient when the mortal races still first learned to play with fire. It wasn’t so unreasonable to consider the possibility that they could, in fact, understand the human tongue. That was the gamble. 
 
    The black dragon snorted once more, before slowly descending to the ground. Alastair’s eyes widened for a moment as it crashed down and caused the earth to rumble, pushing forth a great cloud of dust and debris that fluttered outward around the great black deity. It spread its wings, blotting out the sun for a moment, before they seemed to furl over its spiny, thorny back. It stood on four legs and towered above the treeline.  
 
    Up close, Alastair realized just how much he’d underestimated its size. The beast’s head, even discounting its crown-like horns, was much larger than a hovel. Its chest, strong and imposing, covered in jet-black scales and burning with a crimson inner flame, would have dwarfed Cthonia’s palace. 
 
    The creature was massive. In fact, it was so freakishly huge that the thing that had lain at the center of Larisa couldn’t possibly have been an adult black dragon. 
 
    No, the monster before him could probably swallow Gwyn’s dragon whole if it wanted to. 
 
    The scarlet dragon stayed in the air, looking down at them with eyes that oozed power and wisdom. 
 
    Alastair took another step toward the black dragon. It was either the bravest or the stupidest thing he had ever done in his entire life—and he had done plenty of stupid things with Damon. Still, the Crafter steeled himself and breathed in. He caught the scent of smoke, brimstone, and ashes. He glanced up and locked eyes with the black dragon, its burning orbs staring him down as though he was nothing more than a cockroach. 
 
    Somehow, the comparison wasn’t that far out. 
 
    He held the stare for what seemed like an eternity, until the black dragon let out a snort and sat down, shaking the earth as it did. It took a single step forward, and Alastair’s soul nearly jumped out of his body. But he held firm and kept his gaze. If he was going to die, he’d do it standing. Then again, if the dragon decided to step on him… 
 
    Oh. 
 
    He’d die on the ground in that case, like a piece of flatbread, but it was the thought that counted. 
 
    The black dragon stopped several feet away from him. The blazing flames in its eyes receded, revealing amber orbs of the deepest color. “You’re an interesting mortal. No wonder Kaiglostormo spoke of you in high regard.” 
 
    Alastair kept quiet. The dragon made no sense, and it was probably best to just let it keep on talking until it had nothing more to say. Besides, just who the hells was Kaiglostormo? The name was definitely foreign; at the very least, it wasn’t a name one would hear in the Middle Kingdom.  
 
    Then again, it’s a dragon, Alastair thought. There’s a very real possibility that it’s talking about another dragon. This Kaiglostormo fellow must be a figure that commands respect, even among dragons, which means it is a very powerful entity, whose eye I’ve somehow caught. 
 
    “Your little friend is just as interesting—a Fated Hunter has not been seen for ages.” It leaned its massive head forward, covering a massive portion of the surrounding woods in its shadow. Damon stiffened but did not raise his weapon. Considering what it was called, the dragon might have just found it amusing—or, most alarmingly, offensive. “You’re stronger than your predecessors. The other Fated Hunters I’ve faced were little more than maggots to be crushed. You’re not a maggot… you’re a cockroach.” 
 
    “Ugh… thanks?” Damon smiled sheepishly. 
 
    The Black Dragon leaned back and eyed Alastair once more. “You seek to cross the Great Spine, yes?” 
 
    “You mean the Charred Mountains?” 
 
    The black dragon let out a series of grumbling sounds that were akin to the breaking and shaking of great boulders. Was it laughing? It seemed as though it was laughing. But there was no way to tell what a dragon was feeling based solely on its body language and its face. It was probably amused.  
 
    “I’d forgotten what names you mortals have given it, but yes. You seek to cross the Great Spine. I am an agent of destiny, little human, and I have come with a warning for you and your friend.” 
 
    “What?” Alastair froze. Damon appeared by his side. 
 
    “Two choices lay before you, child of Thorondros, Fated Crafter: you can stay in here and become the herald of great change, or you may leave and become embroiled in the great game of gods and dragons,” the black dragon warned, its amber eyes seemingly peering into his very soul. “But I see your heart and I see the destiny you have chosen for yourself. Be warned, then, little Crafter, destiny will not be kind to you, destiny will not side with you. Desolation and death await you on the path you will take.” 
 
    It turned to Damon, eyes ablaze once more. “And you will do nothing but watch, because you can do nothing more, little Hunter. You will watch as destiny claims your friend.” 
 
    This time, the dragon laughed heartily, belching forth great plumes of black flames into the sky as its massive jaws opened and closed in its laughter. Alastair’s breath hitched. What in the hells was this thing even talking about? No, he refused to believe such portents. His fate belonged to him and him alone. His destiny would be shaped by his own decisions, not the twisted games of deities.  
 
    Finally, the dragon turned toward them once more, like a looming black mountain with burning eyes. “That is, of course, if you can even survive the perils of the vast wasteland that awaits you. But I hope you succeed. Ha! I hope you prove me right! So, fight on against your destiny, little Crafter, fight on and entertain me! I will be watching. Kaiglostormo thinks you’re interesting—and I agree. We will be watching your career with great interest. Stay alive, mortal.” 
 
    It spread its wings and slowly ascended into the sky. It hovered for a moment, eyeing the both of them. Alastair glared at it, all the fear and awe in his veins having dissipated the moment it even dared to mention the very idea of destiny and predetermination. Still, the dragon, if anything, seemed amused. It then turned to its fellow dragon. They locked eyes for a moment before it snorted and flew away.  
 
    That’s it? Alastair thought. It came all the way here to warn me about my destiny? That sounds like a waste of time, but… there has to be more to this. Such creatures would never invest their time on someone like me if it didn’t somehow involve them personally. 
 
    “Your confusion is understandable,” the scarlet dragon said. Somehow, its voice was calm and soothing, quite unlike the rough and otherworldly voice of the black dragon. It almost sounded human, like an elderly woman who’s seen enough of the world and carries with her great and terrible wisdom. The scarlet dragon slowly descended, but its landing caused no great quake or tremor. It was as though it was weightless, but that didn’t make sense. Magic, as usual, was probably the answer. 
 
    The scarlet dragon was more slender than the black dragon. Its scales were smoother, and the spines on its back appeared almost elegant and beautiful, like the work of a great artist. It carried with it an almost ethereal quality. Its every movement was smooth and tranquil, disturbing neither the woods nor the earth. It moved as though it was weightless and unaffected by the rules of the material realm. It walked toward them, its massive frame casting a shadow that seemed to stretch on endlessly.  
 
    “You were insignificant, child of Thorondros,” the scarlet dragon said. “We knew of you, just as we knew of all the Fated and all the mages that wandered the world, but you were insignificant. You and your friend hardly caught our attention, but then came that day, when evil awoke once more, when you turned the eye of the one who sought to burn the world. You fought one of his servants, weakened and injured, but a demon is a demon and you stood your ground, Crafter. And you, as well, Hunter. The both of you stood strong and fought on against impossible odds. Lesser men would have faltered, but you both strove forward and won.” 
 
    “And that garnered you the attention of many higher beings, Gods and dragons alike. You were no longer insignificant specks of dust, but beings of interest, curiosities,” the scarlet dragon continued. “Kaiglostormo, the greatest of us, peered into your threads of destiny and was troubled by what he saw. We were sent to warn you, child, but it seems you have already chosen your own path.” 
 
    “Unlike Venermethret, however, I have no doubt that you will survive the wasteland and defeat the terrors that walk its ashen grounds.” The scarlet dragon looked eastward, its emerald eyes peering through the Charred Mountains and into the lands beyond. “Beware the ogres of the Jade Sea. The descendants of the Primordial Titans of old are not kind to outsiders. I had… a personal hand in their creation. They are brutish and simple, but they are loyal to those they deem friends. Treat them well.” 
 
    Alastair raised an eyebrow. What was this dragon talking about now? What in the bloody hells is an ogre? I’ve never heard of such things. 
 
    He turned to Damon, but Damon merely shrugged.  
 
    Alastair shook his head. “I’ll do my best.” 
 
    The scarlet dragon nodded. “The Jade Sea is home to monsters you have never known and alien beasts that will boggle your mortal mind. The lands beyond that will be even stranger. I see it in your mind. You seek the Black Pyramid, do you not?” 
 
    The fact that higher beings could so easily read and browse through his thoughts irked him. But Alastair nodded nonetheless. “Yes… it calls to me. I see it in my dreams. I see it at the forefront of my thoughts. I must reach it.” 
 
    The scarlet dragon snorted once. Alastair was beginning to think it was probably some kind of draconic gesture.  
 
    “A word of warning, then, little mortal: you will face great trials before you ever reach the Black Pyramid. Your destination, however, will be the crossroads of your destiny. What you choose there will ripple through time. You are no longer insignificant—remember that. We will be watching.” 
 
    The scarlet dragon turned to Damon. “Your destiny remains cloudy, little Hunter, but we will be watching you as well.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The pair didn’t speak of the incident with the dragons afterward. Alastair and Damon simply walked along the path in silence, staring straight ahead as though there was absolutely nothing around them to see. A strange trance fell on them for the rest of their journey. They both noticed it, of course, a strange and overwhelming urge to keep quiet, to mull and sulk, but neither of them mentioned it. It was, in the end, a good reminder, Alastair mused. It was a good reminder of the fact that, despite all they had accomplished, all the powerful monsters they had slain and the evil men they had put down, they weren’t anywhere close to the top of the food chain. 
 
    They were small and weak and barely above the notice of those who stood above all others. 
 
    They were far from the strongest, far from being the largest and meanest of the fish in the sea. It was a good reminder of that. There were always bigger fish, bigger and nastier predators, who’d be more than capable of gobbling them up if they weren’t careful. It was also a very good reminder of their own mortality. Despite their immensely powerful healing capabilities, which had saved both of them from the clutches of death many times over, there were still quite a number of monsters capable of laying them low. 
 
    But above all, it was a good reminder that they had to keep getting stronger. 
 
    Finally, after what seemed to be an eternity of mindlessly walking through nameless woods, they arrived at the end of the path. 
 
    It was a thin and narrow trail that ran between two massive ridges of black-gray stone, spiny crags, and obsidian growths.  
 
    Alastair’s eyes narrowed. A sense of wrongness filled the air around them. Damon was similarly affected, stiffening and eyeing the path ahead of them. The barren, ash-covered lands lay at the other side of the path, the beginning of their journey. It was the remnants of the Second Cataclysm, the wound of the world, brought about by Gorgorod’s rampage. The sense of wrongness emanated from that place, a darkness upon the mind that almost made Alastair sluggish. It weighed on his soul, the taint and the corruption of the God of Chaos. 
 
    “The ground is shifting and mutating,” Damon said, raising his spear and aiming it at a bunch of shrubs that grew near the gap between the mountains. “Over there. You see? The plants are… weird. They smell unnatural, like rotting flesh and putrid garlic.” 
 
    Alastair followed and eyed the things that grew around them. True enough, Gorgorod’s corruption seemed to have seeped into the very soil of the place, giving it a strange multi-colored hue that hurt his eyes if he stared at it too much. The plants, in Damon’s words, were weird. They sported characteristics that didn’t belong to them—fleshy, corpulent growths and strange noxious boils that gave off the smells of death and decay, the smell of sickness and rot. His eyes narrowed.  
 
    Appraise! 
 
      
 
    [?????] 
 
    ??? 
 
    ??? 
 
    ??? 
 
    ??? 
 
      
 
    Even Appraise can’t identify it, huh? Alastair turned toward the narrow ravine and breathed in the foul air. Every breath made his nose and throat itch. The air itself was tainted and corrupted, made into noxious fumes that no mortal man could breathe and live to tell of it.  
 
    He turned to Damon. “Every breath is poison. My regeneration is keeping up, for now, but my throat is burning. Are you alright?” 
 
    Damon nodded. “There’s an itch in my throat, but I’ll live.” 
 
    Alastair frowned and stared ahead, before walking forward a few steps. He turned over his shoulder. “The deeper we go into the Plains of Gorgorod, the worse this is going to get. And after that, there’s still the Blasted Lands to worry about.” 
 
    “Hey, you only worry about yourself, alright?” Damon forced a smile. “I’ll be fine.” 
 
    Alastair nodded grimly, before turning. “Alright, then, let’s go.” 
 
    Despite the overwhelming aura of wrongness and dread that filled the corrupted, mutated landscape, they pushed onward and walked into the ravine. The first step felt as though they had entered an entirely different world. The colors shifted and altered, the ground itself seemed to move and writhe with every step, and the sky became a swirling torrent of cascading colors, a multi-colored vortex that seemed to suck the life out of the world by its very presence. An invisible weight was pressing down on their shoulders, an oppressive and otherworldly force. 
 
    And, through it all, they strove onward and marched. It would get worse, and they both knew that. They both knew the risks when they hiked all the way to the edge of the Charred Mountains. They knew the danger to their lives and to their very souls. They knew and they risked it nonetheless, because it was worth it. If there was one good thing to come out of their encounter with the dragons, it was the fact that the ancient beings had all but confirmed the fact that there was an entire world out there. It was a hostile and dangerous world, for sure, but there was a world. They were right. The Middle Kingdom was not the only place to survive the Second Cataclysm. And they would be the first of their countrymen to finally see it all, to venture out of the prison that had held them for the last five centuries. 
 
    The dangers of the Plains of Gorgorod, its myriad of monsters and demons, and the horrors of the Blasted Lands all paled in comparison to the promise of freedom and adventure, to the very thought that they weren’t alone in the world. It was worth it, they both decided, worth risking their lives for, and worth fighting for. 
 
    They stepped out of the ravine and found a desolate realm. 
 
    The land was charred and ashen. No life could flourish upon its gray soil. Crystallized husks of dead trees dotted the landscape, each one pulsating with a fiery luminescence that made it appear as though the husks were made entirely of smoldering charcoal. Tall, jet-black crags arose around the wasteland, misshapen spires that curved into themselves. Like the crystalized trees that stood around them, the jagged crags emanated a soft and almost fiery hue, like constructs of shadow and flame. The ground itself was naught but barren ash, gray and dry and ancient beyond reckoning. Humanoid skeletal figures rose out of the endless gray, pushed by the ebb and flow of the harsh and howling winds that blew in from the far east. The winds kicked up great and massive swirling vortexes of burning ashes, dust, and embers, creating tornadoes of fire that roamed the desolate landscape. 
 
    The skies blazed with fire and death, and spat out crimson bolts of fiendish lightning, each one accompanied by a chorus of a thousand, screaming souls in agony. The clouds themselves appeared as wisps of black smoke and locusts, hovering just beneath the swirling vortexes of chaos from high above, where the otherworldly lightning spewed forth. 
 
    “This must be what hell looks like,” Damon said, coughing. He straightened, looked out at the endless realm of gray and chaos, and chuckled. “This is definitely what hell looks like. The air smells like how my demon’s blood form feels… unnatural.” 
 
    Alastair nodded, knowing exactly what Damon meant. 
 
    He would never forget the unnatural sensations that came over him the first and last time he ever unleashed his demonic flames. It was unpleasant, but also sickeningly tempting, as though the power wanted to be used and unleashed upon his enemies, to burn and destroy all in his path until there was nothing left, to unleash chaos and death upon the world—a spiteful sort of rage that lingered at the back of his mind, crying out to be released. That very same sensation could be felt all across the ashen land, a corrosive dread that weighed upon their minds and hearts, further adding to the invisible weight that was already heavy upon their shoulders the moment they entered this place. 
 
    Alastair breathed in and steeled his heart for the trials to come. 
 
    “You know,” Damon said, “this place has a dreadful smell to it, but I think I had a sock, once, that smelled even worse than this.” 
 
    Alastair snickered. “You mean the one that somehow killed a squirrel when the poor thing just happened to pass by it?” 
 
    “Yeah, that one. It smelt worse than this place.” 
 
    “You know what? It absolutely did.” 
 
    Damon snorted and giggled.  
 
    Alastair smiled and averted his gaze from the greater wasteland. Let’s see… 
 
    Walking right into the center of the Plains of Gorgorod would be utter suicide. The tornadoes would hound them the whole way, and they hadn’t even seen the actual monsters yet. Not to mention the fact that the whole place seemed almost… alive in an unnatural way—as though the tainted landscape was aware of their presence and wanted them out. The shifting masses that seemed to move underneath the ashes did not fill him with confidence either. The pair would have to be smart about this if they were to get out of this place in one piece. 
 
    And yet, the simple truth was that they had very few options in traversing the wasteland. There was no straight and safe road to follow. The whole place was a barren desert; the only way through it was forward, because just about everywhere else looked almost the same, save for the Blasted Lands in the distance, a rocky, craggy, desolate land that was not covered in ashes. But it was probably a good thirty or so miles away, at a single glance; it would take a while for them to reach it and, even then, it wouldn’t be any safer than the Plains of Gorgorod. 
 
    Alastair sighed. The itching in his throat had largely subsided, though that was probably just him having adjusted to the constant pain, his mind pushing it away in favor of the more important details; he wasn’t about to complain. “Looks like we’re just going to have to walk forward; I don’t see any way we can walk around this place.” 
 
    Damon nodded. “Yeah, I know. I can see further than you, and the only thing I can see in most directions, except for forward, is more ashes and death.” 
 
    “Alright, then.” Alastair stared ahead, absently calling forth Earthshaper into his right hand. “Let’s go.” 
 
    He stepped forward and winced as his foot sank an inch into the ashes. It was soft and uncomfortable to walk on, almost akin to mud if mud was dry and constantly shifting as though it had a life of its own. It hardly mattered; at the very least, they still hadn’t encountered any of the supposed demons and monsters that— 
 
    The gray ashes exploded all around them, followed by loud and ghastly screeches.  
 
    Damon chuckled grimly. “I knew this was too good to be true!” 
 
    Out of the explosion of ashes, tall and emaciated creatures emerged. Their shrunken eyes stared out blankly. Their bony limbs ended in clawed fingers, and ridge-like spines rose up their backs. They wore withered clothes, resembling the armors of the ancient warriors—bronze armor, padded skirts, and sandals, though what little remained of their armor barely clung on, a faint and fiery hue clouded by dirt and ash. 
 
    There were ten of the creatures. Five of them held rusted weapons from bygone eras, short, leaf-blade swords, made entirely of bronze. They stood there for a moment and, in the next instant, rushed in without preamble. 
 
    Damon surged forward, instantly cutting down three of them with a single sweep of the Black Dragon’s Spear. The silent, shambling creatures fell onto the ashes, sinking down and disappearing.  
 
    Alastair ducked underneath a wild swing and rolled away from a mindless tackle. He smashed one of them with a powerful swing of Earthshaper, sending the emaciated creature flying off, crushed and broken. 
 
    Damon cut down another three. Two of them rushed Alastair once more, but he was ready this time. One leapt up, and Alastair caught it with an upward swing of Earthshaper, sending the creature flying. Another tried to flank him, but Alastair saw it coming. With a powerful swing, he smashed apart the creature’s head, crushing it. The creature cracked into pieces. Damon decapitated the last of the creatures.  
 
      
 
    +1,000 Pollentias! 
 
      
 
    “These must be the demons the legends talk about, huh?” Damon muttered, eyeing the downed form of the emaciated humans. “They’re just… corpses, aren’t they? Something magical is going on and making them move, even when they’re dead, right?” 
 
    Alastair could only nod. Necromancy could reanimate the dead to serve the living—tireless servants that did not question their masters, that didn’t know fear nor mercy; they were the perfect soldiers. And yet, their pir had brushed with the energies of necromancy before, felt its unnatural power.  
 
    But this was different. For one, these corpses weren’t rotten or skeletal. They were emaciated, shrunken, and withered, but they definitely weren’t skeletons or rotting corpses. And, most importantly, Alastair simply couldn’t feel the energies of necromancy about these creatures. 
 
    In fact, he felt no magic from them—not a single ounce of it. 
 
    “They’re different, I guess,” Alastair answered, before shaking his head. “But not in any meaningful way. These are… uh… Ash Zombies, I guess. They’re definitely reanimated somehow, but I can’t feel any magic coming from them.” 
 
    Damon shrugged, before stiffening. His eyes narrowed as he turned to the distance. Alastair turned as well. Already, several moving masses were rushing toward them from underneath the ashen ground.  
 
     Alastair counted twenty of them. “Great, there’re more of them, just what we need.” 
 
    “Well, it’d be boring if all we were going to do was walk the whole time, right?” 
 
    “I guess,” Alastair muttered absently.  
 
    He smashed Earthshaper into the ash-filled ground and willing forth a colossal ball of spikes and spines to roll toward the shifting masses. Most of the moving figures avoided it, but five of them were caught and immediately impaled. They writhed for a moment, before stilling as Alastair’s construct disintegrated. He frowned; maintaining control over the ashes, even with Earthshaper, was much harder than he thought. Tsk, the ashes are too corrupted. They’re too seeped in demonic magic. 
 
    Still, he could use Shape on the ashes, which was a boon, even if his control was poor. 
 
    Damon whistled as fifteen Ash Zombies burst out of the ground. “Yup, there’re more of them.” 
 
    For a moment, Alastair wished they would scream or shout or even roar. Their silence was eerie and wholly unpleasant, and so was the fluidity with which they moved. No emaciated, withered, and dried up thing should be able to move in such a manner. The fifteen simply rushed toward them, the only sound coming from them was their footsteps and the slight rustling of their withered armors. 
 
    Damon surged forward, faster than the eyes could follow, instantly cutting down four of the Ash Zombies in an instant. Alastair followed, leaping forward as he swung down Earthshaper in a crescent arc, briefly grazing the ashen ground. 
 
    In the next moment, Alastair willed forth five spikes to emerge from the ground in a cascading wave that expanded toward the Ash Zombies. Of the remaining ten, four were caught in the wave and utterly shredded, their limbs and chunks of their withered flesh scattered into the wind. Six charged Alastair, and he charged them. Three of them went down, headless, as Damon surged past them. 
 
    The last three fell face first, their feet having suddenly attached to solid plates on the ground. With a huff, Alastair slammed Earthshaper into the ground, summoning great spears to shoot out of the ground and pierce through the heads of the Ash Zombies. They didn’t move afterward. 
 
      
 
    +1,000 Pollentias! 
 
      
 
    Alastair turned to Damon. “We should keep moving. We can’t stay too long in one place. Otherwise, we might get surrounded and overwhelmed.” 
 
    Damon nodded. “Their numbers doubled the second time around. I’m not too sure, but I think they’re coming at us in waves and each wave has double the numbers of the last one.” 
 
    Alastair blinked. “Huh, you’re right. The next wave, then, will have forty of them and then we’ll have to deal with eighty after that. Boy, this is going to get out of hand really quickly.” Alastair paused. “Wait… How many Pollentias did you get for the first wave?”  
 
    “A thousand,” Damon said.  
 
    “And the second?” 
 
    “A… thousand.” Damon raised an eyebrow. “Huh. But there were more of them…”  
 
    Alastair nodded. “The number of Ash Zombies doubles each wave, but our reward for dealing with them remains the same.”  
 
    “Wait,” Damon said, “so we could stay here and just keep killing them for Pollentias… forever?”  
 
    “Technically, yes,” Alastair said, “but I don’t think either of us wants to kill ten thousand of these Ash Zombies for a mere one thousand Pollentias. Besides, we’ll be surrounded before we know it.” He shook his head. “This is going to get out of hand fast.” 
 
    Damon nodded. 
 
    Alastair looked toward the horizon. The Blasted Lands seemed so far away from where they were standing, barely even a blip in the horizon, but it was there and it was waiting for them. All they had to do was get there. 
 
    “Right, shall we?” Alastair smirked, laying Earthshaper to rest on his shoulders. “The rest of the world is waiting out there, just for us. I wouldn’t want to keep it waiting.” 
 
    “You’re absolutely right,” Damon said, grinning as he swung the Black Dragon’s Spear left and right. “It’d be rude to keep the world waiting for our arrival, wouldn’t it?” 
 
    In the distance, forty mounds of ashes surged toward them. 
 
    Both grinning, Alastair and Damon strode to meet them head on. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Die!” Alastair swung Earthshaper and summoned a mountain of spines and spikes. It rolled out of the ashes, a great wave of embers, and took shape, impaling hundreds of the Ash Zombies in an instant and crushing hundreds more in the great ridges that formed alongside the spines and spikes. The others were simply sent hurling back into the ashes, their limbs broken. Of the two thousand or so Ash Zombies that had emerged from the rolling white dunes and promptly charged them, only about thousand remained. 
 
    Damon coughed blood and wiped his nose, cutting down hundreds of Ash Zombies that came in from their exposed flank. They all fell, headless, before more charged in. “This is getting tiring; even the hells-damned air is trying to kill us!” 
 
    Alastair also noted the tiny trickle of blood that slowly streamed out of his nose. He also noted the fact that it wasn’t stopping any time soon; in fact, it seemed to be getting worse by the minute. His regeneration was barely fighting it now; no, his regeneration was fighting as hard as it could, but the poison in the air was becoming much stronger, saturating his lungs more and more. Luckily, they were nearing the Blasted Lands, which meant they might soon find some reprieve from all of this endless fighting. 
 
    The Ash Zombies multiplied by a factor of two, each time they were annihilated—but the time it took for them to rise out of the ashes also substantially decreased, until it almost seemed as though the newest batches of them were a part of the previous wave. Though Damon, thankfully, with his advanced senses, was able to keep track of the whole thing, because Alastair himself had long since given up on counting the creatures, after their numbers shot beyond a thousand. 
 
    And yet, each time they dealt with a wave, all they received was one thousand Pollentias. As the notifications flashed before Alastair’s eyes, it almost felt like the system was mocking them. 
 
    Alastair turned, huffed, and swung Earthshaper once more, annihilating another thousand or so of the Ash Zombies by willing forth a field of spikes and spines to emerge from the ground. “There’s no end to them!” 
 
      
 
    +1,000 Pollentias! 
 
      
 
    The pair didn’t bother with finishing off the remaining creatures, knowing full well their numbers were endless. Instead, Alastair and Damon ran. A path had been cleared up by the devastation wrought by Earthshaper, and they had little choice but to flee through the opening. It wasn’t the best option, specifically for their collective pride, but they had killed quite enough of these creatures and it was getting tiring for the both of them. Oh sure, there were a few dwarves and elves among the emaciated things, equally withered and ancient, but that hardly detracted from the sheer monotony of destroying horde after horde. 
 
    There was also the little thing about the air being so utterly poisonous that their regeneration wasn’t helping anymore—at least, not as much as it had done some ten or so hours ago, before they wandered into the desert of ash and bone. 
 
    They had no choice but to run. If they stayed and fought, they would eventually be buried underneath a veritable sea of corpses that might outnumber the grain of sands in a desert. 
 
    Left and right, the creatures lurched and leapt at them with abandon, uncaring for themselves as they were cut down or crushed almost as quickly as they emerged from the fields of ashes.  
 
    Damon grumbled as copious amounts of blood had begun to stream out of both of his nostrils. “This is getting ridiculous!” 
 
    They were barely a mile away from the Blasted Lands now, however. 
 
    Alastair’s vision slowly blurred as warm and coppery liquid gushed out of his nose. His throat burned, as though the flesh was withering away by the second. The pain was excruciating—but he didn’t let it hamper his ability to run.  
 
    “Just keep running!” Alastair replied, his voice hoarse and pained. Speaking drew blood from his throat.  
 
    An Ash Zombie leapt at him, but Alastair swatted it away with a quick swing of Earthshaper, sending the emaciated thing flying back and into the ashes. More took its place, leaping or charging straight toward them. Damon took care of the Ash Zombies quickly, though, darting left and right, slicing the creatures apart with the Black Dragon’s Spear.  
 
    But Damon was visibly slowing down. He was getting weaker as more blood gushed out of his nostrils. His eyes were unfocused, peering into the distance where there was nothing but the blackened soil of the Blasted Lands that awaited them.  
 
    Alastair grimaced. The same thing was happening to him.  
 
    Damon huffed and stopped for a moment, absently and blindly swinging his spear left and right as he held onto his left knee with his left arm, wheezing. Blood streamed out of his mouth and nose, and onto the ashes on the ground. Somehow, Damon’s blind defense worked, and the Ash Zombies that attacked him were sliced to ribbons.  
 
    “Damon! Snap out of it!” Alastair called out. 
 
    Thousands more were coming after them, rising out of the ashes. They couldn’t keep fighting, and they certainly couldn’t stay in one place. 
 
    Damon blinked once, then shook his head and forced himself straight. He breathed out a heavy sigh and coughed. “I’m alright, it’s just… I’m exhausted. It’s been a while since I’ve felt this tired.” 
 
    Alastair nodded and slammed his hammer down on the ground, willing a massive wall to emerge and actively move toward the Ash Zombies. It would keep them at bay while Damon recovered. 
 
    “Alright, I’m okay. Let’s go!” 
 
    They continued on, maintaining the rhythm they’d had a few moments ago. Damon killed any Ash Zombies that got too close for comfort. Meanwhile, Alastair would be the heavy hitter, using Earthshaper to send gargantuan constructs at the emaciated things, killing them in droves. 
 
    It was far from efficient, but it was good enough. Thinking up a good strategy—while the very air was trying to kill the both of them—proved difficult. 
 
    More than four thousand Ash Zombies emerged from the ground, silent and creeping, even as their emaciated forms charged forth like frenzied barbarians. The path ahead was almost immediately blocked by a veritable sea of bodies, preventing the pair from simply rushing out of the Plains of Gorgorod. Alastair grimaced as they charged forward all the same. The Ash Zombies were, fortunately, not powerful in themselves. The only advantage they had was their numbers—but what an advantage it was.  
 
    Tsk, Alastair thought, leaving a few from the last wave alive doesn’t prevent the next wave from spawning, huh? Ah, this is getting annoying. 
 
    “Raaah!” Damon roared as he surged forward, like a lightning bolt, cutting down hundreds of the Ash Zombies in an instant, leaving a trail of headless corpses that were soon swallowed up by the ashes on the ground. Soon enough, Alastair figured Damon must have already killed at least a thousand of them, but it wouldn’t be enough. Even if they both killed hundreds of thousands of these creatures, they would simply double in number again and again and again. It would never end. 
 
    But they had to try. 
 
    They had to reach the Blasted Lands or it would all be for nothing. 
 
    Dying here after everything the dragons had told them about their destiny, about their status in the eyes of the divines, would just be embarrassing. 
 
    Slamming Earthshaker into the ground, Alastair conjured a massive walkway. It emerged from the ashes themselves, rising and rising, until only he and Damon stood atop it. The Ash Zombies clamored and tried, in vain, to reach them, a veritable sea of humanoid blotches in a white landscape, but the structure was built high and the emaciated things weren’t very physically capable themselves. Damon’s eyes widened for a moment, before realization set in. 
 
    Alastair nodded at him, the unspoken thought passing between them in an instant, and they both bolted forward. 
 
    The structure wouldn’t hold for more than a minute at most, if Alastair really focused on maintaining its integrity. The ashes were actively fighting against his will, seemingly alive and intelligent. But a minute would have to do. If they were lucky, the collapse of the structure would end up killing a few hundred of the Ash Zombies and make room for their escape. 
 
    Alastair trailed closely behind Damon, whose blood marred the marble-white surface of the walkway. Damon was visibly slowing down, as well. His movements were groggy and weak, and far removed from the swift and powerful motions his Fate usually afforded him. The worst part was the fact that Damon’s regeneration was far weaker than Alastair’s. Sure, his durability and strength was far beyond Alastair’s, but neither of those things was of any help against what assailed them now. His skin and his muscles were nearly unbreakable, but their enemy was the air itself. No amount of durability could save him from that. 
 
    They had to find a way out of this place, away from the noxious air and wait for their bodies to regenerate. The Blasted Lands was said to be filled with massive crags, jagged mountains, and dark caves, where nameless monsters and ancient beasts were said to dwell. If they could enter the Blasted Lands and find a cave that led them deep underground, where the air might not be as poisonous, then they might just have a chance at surviving this whole affair. Honestly, fighting another Vainur sounded much better than having to trudge through the Plains of Gorgorod. 
 
    “We’re so close!” Alastair screamed at Damon, who seemed to be at the edge of falling to his knees. His stalwart friend was wavering. If he fell, he’d fall right atop the Ash Zombies beneath the structure. “Don’t you dare give up, you stupid horn-dog!” 
 
    “Hush!” Damon said. “I’m trying to focus on not falling over, you ass!” 
 
    Alastair nearly fell over as blood erupted from his mouth and nose. It streamed down into his armor and seeped into the enchanted cloth, the warm, coppery fluid. He blinked once and felt the walkway suddenly losing integrity. It cracked and shook. Alastair inhaled, once, then bolted forward with all the strength he had left.  
 
    For some reason, forcibly fixing the structure wouldn’t work on the ashes. The whole thing had to fall apart completely before he could make a new one. 
 
    The Blasted Lands were so close. He could see the faint outline of the border, where the ashes stopped and gave way to charred rock and stone. It was right there, barely a thousand feet away. The only thing that stood in their way was the unending hordes of Ash Zombies, thousands upon thousands of them steadily rising from the ashes. 
 
    So close…  
 
    The world blurred and hazed for a single moment. And Alastair felt his feet fall through clouds of ashes as the whole walkway simply shattered and fell apart. His mind shuddered, and his body went numb, blood streaming out of his nose and mouth as he wobbled and fell down, his back turned toward the Ash Zombies below.  
 
    Alastair closed his eyes and sighed, blocking away the world in his descent. A deathly calm overcame his senses, a silence that encompassed even the eternal quiet of the Plains of Gorgorod. 
 
    Tired… 
 
    He was tired… 
 
    Was this to be his end? Was he destined to die in this wasteland? Was he destined to be forgotten and cast aside by the world, like all the others who died before him? Was his name not meant for greatness and legend? 
 
    His great-great-grandfather had carved his name into the annals of history as one of the greatest Monster Hunters to ever live. His blade had cut down thousands of beasts in his time, casting his name into legend. 
 
    His grandfather was remembered as a kind man who helped everyone he could, even at his own detriment. Decades after his death, rich merchants and artisans would visit Larisa, claiming his grandfather had helped them onto their path of success. 
 
    But his father was different. Nameless, forgotten soon after his death, just another corpse rotting in a graveyard. Alastair did not want to end up like his father—dying without having made even a single mark upon history, wasting his life away in obscurity. His father’s death was as unremarkable as his life, slipping and falling into a river, where he drowned and was swept away. 
 
    But he was exhausted. 
 
    Alastair’s grip upon Earthshaper loosened, his hand slowly releasing the most potent weapon he’d ever held. 
 
    It didn’t matter anymore. 
 
    There was no way out of this hell hole, no way to save himself and Damon, and no way to stop the air from killing them.  
 
    But he hadn’t tried everything. He and Damon had sworn never to use that power. Never to give in to their demonic allure.  
 
    But Alastair didn’t see any other way out of this.  
 
    “Yes, my child,” a sinister voice said in Alastair’s mind. Its voice felt as if it filled his skull. “Yes, my child, you have the power to save yourself… the power to carve your name into legend.” The voice paused. “Let go of your fears. Use the power you have kept locked away!”  
 
    I don’t have a choice, Alastair decided. I… 
 
    “Unleash my flames, my favored son!”  
 
    Alastair’s eyes snapped open, his irises blazing with black and crimson flames. The world was still hazy and blurry, but a new clarity befell him. He had one goal: survive. His grip over Earthshaper tightened. Around him, the remains of the walkway were falling and cascading across the landscape, crushing the nearest Ash Zombies in white debris. 
 
    Alastair twisted in the air and landed on his feet, crushing an unfortunate Ash Zombie that had been standing beneath him. The emaciated creatures turned and eyed him for a moment as though the world itself had come to a pause. Bright crimson and black flames engulfed his left and right hands, engulfing even the pristine form of Earthshaper in a mystical and otherworldly aura that seemed to devour all the lights of the world into itself. 
 
    They stood there for a moment, quiet and deathly still, until Alastair uttered a single word, “Burn.” 
 
    Shadow and flame erupted, a great conflagration that burnt the nearest of the Ash Zombies to dust in an instant. All the others were reduced to ashes in the moments that followed. Accompanying the epic blaze of crimson and darkness was an unnatural scream that shook the earth and caused the distant mountains to rumble, resulting in great avalanches and quakes. Thousands upon thousands of the Ash Zombies were almost immediately annihilated, the very idea of them purged from existence as Demonic Flames surged all across the ashen Plains of Gorgorod. 
 
    It felt cathartic to finally let go of his most destructive ability, more powerful than even the White Flames of Shazdrak that burned only the guilty and the evil. The demonic flames were, in contrast, indiscriminate in its destruction, burning anything and everything within its reach.  
 
    He could not stop. Alastair did not want to stop. This power wanted to be used. It wanted to burn and destroy all that stood in its way with darkness and crimson. 
 
    He would not stop until the wasteland melted under the heat of his flames, until his enemies were all burned to dust and sent into the coldness of oblivion.  
 
    Death! Death! Death! 
 
    “Alastair!” 
 
    Death! Death! Death! 
 
    The malevolent fire swept the landscape, burning as it went. It surged underneath the ashes and burned the Ash Zombies before they could emerge, hundreds of thousands of them, gone in an instant, but that was hardly a noticeable loss to their numbers.  
 
      
 
    +1,000 Pollentias! 
 
      
 
    Alastair did not stop there. He did not stop until he’d scoured hundreds of miles of lands and burned everything— 
 
    “Alastair!” Damon’s voice wrenched him out of his rage.  
 
    Alastair blinked once, and the demonic flames receded. 
 
    He breathed out, eyes widening, and fell to his knees. He heaved and spat blood.  
 
    Around them, the previously white and ashen landscape had become a charred, smoking hellscape.  
 
    Alastair laid a hand on the ground and winced.  
 
    What was that? 
 
    Why did he do that? What was that voice in his head? Why did the flames feel so good when he unleashed them? How was he even capable of something like that?  
 
    Alastair shook his head and forced himself up, blood oozing and gushing out of his nose, mouth, and eyes. His hands shook, and his body trembled. He could barely see what was going on in front of him, but he did see just enough to note Damon’s form. He also did not miss the mutations on his hands, the lengthening of his fingernails into demonic claws.  
 
    Alastair shuddered. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    He’d sworn—they both did—to never use their demonic gifts. But he’d broken that promise—they both had. But he’d broken their promise first.  
 
    Damon stood there, crimson and black veins pulsating underneath his skin. His eyes glimmered, like twin blazing coals in the heat of a great forge. His form was smoking and steaming, but otherwise unharmed.  
 
    Damon inhaled and closed his eyes. The pulsating veins receded and disappeared. He sighed and laid a hand on Alastair’s shoulder. “It doesn’t matter anymore. Let’s go.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alastair took a single step forward, out of the ashes and onto solid ground, obsidian chunks and shards of dark blue glass shimmering underneath the corrupted sunlight from above. Whatever notions he had of studying and examining the strange glass, however, disappeared as soon as he coughed and splattered blood all over the object. His eyes hazed and threatened to come to a close as he fell to his knees, a single hand on the ground propping him upright. 
 
    Damon wobbled close to him, then fell to a knee as well. Behind them, the Ash Zombies all stopped and stood still, seemingly incapable of following them into the Blasted Lands.  
 
    Alastair groaned, glancing at the monsters from over his shoulder.  
 
    Damon chuckled, blood streaming from his nose and mouth. “They’re… stopping. Why in the bloody hells are they stopping?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Alastair shook his head. 
 
    Somehow, he hadn’t been expecting this. The emaciated creatures weren’t coming after them for some reason. Were they incapable of leaving the Plains of Gorgorod? 
 
    It was the most likely possibility. The ashes, it seemed, bound them to the place. But, in the end, Alastair could only guess. There were hundreds, maybe even thousands, of other possible reasons that he did not want to think about. The Ash Zombies were relentless in their assault, even after Alastair wiped out quite a number of them with the demonic flames. The damned creatures did not stop coming. In fact, they seemed to have arisen to a sort of frenzy after Alastair’s use of the cursed fires of Gorgorod. The fact that they seemed docile now was a miracle.  
 
    They’re not attacking, Alastair thought. That’s the only thing that matters. 
 
    He didn’t think about it too much. 
 
    In fact, he did not want to think at all. He was too tired. His breathing was heavy and hoarse, and all his muscles quivered and writhed from all the sprinting. The fact that his regeneration had trickled down to almost nothing didn’t help. Various cuts, slices, and bruises marred his skin and muscles, blood running down his form as though he’d just come out of a grinder, and not a single wound healing as they should. It hurt and ached and burned and stung, but all he could do was push on and hope for the best. 
 
    The worst part about all this was the fact that the amount of Pollentias they’d received seemed disproportionate to their efforts. They dealt with wave after wave of Ash Zombies, only to receive a thousand Pollentias for each wave they managed to destroy, despite the fact that a wave could consist of ten or ten thousand Ash Zombies. It was as though each wave of the Ash Zombies was its own entity, a monster in its own right. Still, though, they both had a healthy chunk of Pollentias that they were eager to spend, when the time was right.  
 
    He grimaced. With all the blood that was streaming out of his nose, the only thing he could smell was copper. Damon, too, had a similar problem; the copious amounts of blood were diluting his senses somewhat and his potent sense of smell was greatly reduced. 
 
    “We made it…” Alastair gasped, shaking his head and forcing himself upright. He rubbed his eyes, blinked several times, and eyed their immediate surroundings. “Somehow…” 
 
    Great jagged, black mountains arose from the ground and reached for the heavens, the base of the imposing structures naught but a dozen feet from them, rising high like toothed daggers, poised to strike at the realm of the gods. The immediate landscape appeared to be made mostly of charred rocks; obsidian was the most abundant, followed by a chorus of metals and stones that had all, at some point in time, been melted down into a singular pool of slag, but had hardened, cracked, and separated over time.  
 
    As he had hoped, several cave entrances were strewn about upon the roots of the mountains, some larger than others, while some were hardly enough to fit even a single person. The nearest one happened to only be some hundred or so feet away. 
 
    Alastair could only hope it would lead them underground and away from the toxic air. Facing down a ravenous horde of monsters and demons was preferable to having to stay on the surface and breathe in another whiff of poisonous winds. 
 
    “Out of the frying pan and into another frying pan.” Damon chuckled, shaking his head. He wobbled. His knees and hands shook, and it didn’t take a physician to know that Damon—the both of them, really—were only a few steps away from death’s cold embrace.  
 
    And yet, they had no choice but to keep moving forward, because that was the only direction left for them. At this point, retreat was no longer an option. 
 
    Not that either of them wanted to return to the Middle Kingdom, but Alastair would—maybe—admit to the fact that they might have wandered into the Plains of Gorgorod blind and wholly unprepared for its greatest terror, which was the hells-damned poisonous air that was now killing them slowly. 
 
    “Over there.” Alastair pointed at the black hole that might just be their doom or their salvation, depending on how deep it went and how many things lived within its shadows.  
 
    Damon nodded and forced himself up, groaning as he did. He wobbled, before willing forth the Black Dragon’s Spear to hold himself up. 
 
    He chuckled grimly, eyes drooping. “We really didn’t think this through, did we?” 
 
    Alastair huffed. In hindsight, maybe he should have paid more attention to the legends that surrounded the Plains of Gorgorod. It was right there in nearly every myth, of the heroes falling to the noxious fumes and corrupted air of the God of Chaos’s destruction, of entire armies dying and choking in seemingly endless white fields in some quest to find the source of the taint. But they were just stories, legends and fables. They weren’t supposed to be freakishly accurate. And, in hindsight, he might have been overconfident. 
 
    Alastair shook his head and sighed. They simply weren’t ready. He hadn’t been ready, and Damon paid the price for his mistake. Alastair wouldn’t be unprepared ever again—if they survived this. “No, not nearly as much as we should have.” He shook his head. “Let’s go. The cave’s right there.” 
 
    “Lead the way.” Damon’s eyes were unfocused. Exhaustion was clear about him, from his breathing to his stance. He was tired. They both were. But Damon had felt the effects of the poisoned air even more than Alastair had. 
 
    And yet the only thing they could do was to strive onward and hope for the best.    
 
    They lumbered forth, taking slow and groggy steps toward the cave entrance. The fact that the ground was rocky, uneven, and filled with sharp shards of volcanic rock did not help. Luckily, the armor they wore, dented, worn, and ragged as they were, were still durable enough to protect them from the corrupted and jagged rocks.  
 
    As they moved onward, Alastair wheezed and spat blood, his skin rapidly paling and cooling from all the blood loss he had endured. Damon fared no better. They were both dying and fading, and they couldn’t allow that. The world was out there, waiting for them, a lifetime of adventure, of freedom, of excitement and wonder. They could not and would not die here.  
 
    Alastair gritted his teeth. I won’t allow it! 
 
    They reached the mouth of the cave and stepped inside. They paused. The air inside was almost immediately, noticeably different, the smell of dampness and of moss, the smell of ancient soil and pools of water that had lain undisturbed for hundreds of years. There were other scents as well, strange and otherworldly smells that seemed all too alien for their senses. And Alastair could not even begin to imagine the scents Damon must have picked up as they moved further inward. And yet, as they went deeper and deeper into the shadowed cavern, there was a single, silver lining: the air, despite its ancient dampness and closeness, seemed to dilute the poison that streamed in from the outside. 
 
    Slowly, but surely, their regeneration started to work as it ought to. The trickle of blood from their eyes, ears, nose, and mouths slowly thinned out, though it did not stop completely. The burning sensation in Alastair’s throat, which he had somehow gotten used to after many hours, slowly receded as well, though it did not disappear entirely. Alastair inhaled and winced at the sudden lightness of the air and nearly fell over at the great weight that had disappeared from his shoulders. He had nearly forgotten about that, about the weight of the corrupted that had been constantly pushing down on them ever since they entered the Plains of Gorgorod.  
 
    Alastair breathed a sigh of relief. They were now far enough away from the entrance that nearly everything around them was covered in shadow and bathed in darkness. Finally, some reprieve. 
 
    Damon yelped and fell forward, but caught himself in the last moment, propping himself up with a single hand and the Black Dragon’s Spear. Pushing himself up, he vigorously shook his head and wiped the blood from his face, wobbling slightly as he did; after a moment, he willed away the Black Dragon’s Spear.  
 
    Finally, the Hunter smiled, his eyes drifting shut as he breathed in the trapped air of the cave. “The air doesn’t smell as foul as it did in the plains; it smells bad, but not quite as bad. My lungs aren’t on fire anymore, at least.” 
 
    Alastair smiled and huffed. He glanced ahead of them, his eyes having adjusted to the darkness. He saw nothing, though the cave itself seemed to go further and further in. They had to go even deeper if they were going to survive this. “Yeah, the air here is… cleaner, I suppose. My throat’s not burning from the inside out.” 
 
     “We should move on,” Alastair declared. “Staying on the surface is going to end with the both of us dead. We’ll take our chances here, underground, where the hells-damned air isn’t trying to kill us.” 
 
    Damon grinned, turning and looking ahead. He closed his eyes and inhaled in an exaggerated manner. Alastair noted the slight crumple of his nose and the faint grimace that appeared over his face for a moment. “I’d prefer an army of monsters, over the Plains of Gorgorod, any day of the week.” 
 
    Alastair nodded. “Do you smell something down there?” 
 
    “I smell a lot of things down there, a lot of them I don’t even recognize,” Damon answered. “But, at the very least, I can tell they’re alive… and I can tell that there’re a lot of them. Huh, I really took my nose for granted; it feels great to be able to breathe again with no blood streaming out.” 
 
    “Do you have a new skill for that?” 
 
    Damon shrugged. “Kind of. It’s a passive that can let me detect the presence of a monster.” 
 
    “So…” Alastair raised an eyebrow. “It’s accurate?” 
 
    “The opposite. Highly inaccurate.” Damon shrugged. “It’s like a feeling at the back of my head, telling me that there might be a monster. But I’d have to use my other senses to actually figure out if there is one. It’s… so-so, but works quite well when my heightened senses are taken into account.” 
 
    “Right, I suppose that makes sense. Let’s go,” Alastair whispered, absently willing forth Earthshaper. The weapon appeared in his right hand, parts of it having been charred and blackened, the metal handle warped and corrupted by the copious amounts of demonic fire it had been exposed to. It was still well-balanced, and the weapon still possessed all the functions it was created for.  
 
    But something had changed within Earthshaper, a dark seed that was taking root at the core of its being. Alastair felt it—a corruption that festered in the depths of the weapon. And the worst part was that he couldn’t remove it. The seed was located so deeply within the artifact that its removal would irrevocably damage it. And he couldn’t do that. Alastair couldn’t simply damage this immensely powerful artifact. His weapon was forever tainted.  
 
    He gritted his teeth and walked forward.  
 
    Now, the only problem they had was navigation, because the presence of an underground cave system did not promise a return to the surface. In fact, it promised the exact opposite. They could end up trapped in this place forever, with no means to escape it. But going back outside was just as terrible. The poison in the air in the Blasted Lands was far stronger than the poison in the Plains of Gorgorod. If they took a single step out of the cave, their noses and mouths would start leaking blood again within a matter of minutes. 
 
    They couldn’t risk it—not again. He couldn’t risk it. He couldn’t risk being in a situation where he’d be forced to use that power again. 
 
    They walked forward until they reached a section of the cave that was wholly devoid of light, pitch black. Alastair glanced over his shoulder. The faint illumination from the entrance of the cave couldn’t penetrate this far down and there wasn’t much of it to begin with, given the swirling, corrupted skies that blocked nearly all sunlight from piercing the clouds. Alastair grimaced and turned to Damon, but only found a vague impression of his friend, standing there, immersed in shadows as they were. 
 
    “Do we risk the light?” Damon asked absently. “I don’t know much about the monsters that dwell in this place, but the slightest bit of light might just alert every living thing that lives here.” 
 
    Alastair considered it for a moment, eyes narrowing in concentration. The surface was a lifeless, desolate wasteland that was unsuitable for life. Therefore, any creatures that might have once dwelled up there, before the final battle of the Second Cataclysm, would have been forced to relocate into the intricate network of caves to survive. Light barely existed in this place, and much of it was concentrated in the areas near the entrance, where the air was still poisonous. It stood to reason, then, that living creatures would steer clear of it and venture even deeper, where the air wouldn’t kill them, far from any light. After many centuries of living in such an environment, their eyes would have deteriorated, seeing as it would have been useless without any form of light, while their other senses would be heightened—touch, taste, smell, and hearing would take the place of sight. 
 
    His great-great-grandfather’s journal spoke of blind, subterranean monsters with no eyes, the great beasts having evolved to hunt in places that were devoid of light. They were fearsome and highly aggressive, but generally harmless to humans, due to the remoteness of their habitat, though it was said that the dwarves frequently clashed with such monsters.   
 
    “I think we should use a little light,” Alastair concluded. “Otherwise, we won’t last long; besides, after centuries of living in darkness, I doubt the monsters here are even capable of perceiving light.” 
 
    “Alright,” Damon said. “That makes sense… I guess.” 
 
    Alastair nodded and raised his left hand, conjuring a ball of white flame to appear just above his palm. It illuminated the cave instantly, revealing that which had remained hidden, since their arrival. 
 
    Black stalactites hung from the ceiling of the cavern. They were not stones or minerals—they were glass. Alastair could just barely make out the swirling vortexes of crimson lights within them, ancient energies trapped within glass bodies. They emitted an unseen, but powerful aura of malice and rage. At the back of his head, Alastair noted a chorus of faint screams that went on endlessly, accompanied by thrums of the sounds of war and death, great horns blowing in the distance and drums beating in the slaughter.  
 
    Appraise! 
 
      
 
    [Soul Stone Stalactite] 
 
    Quality: Unique 
 
    Durability: 1,000/1,000 
 
    Value: 100,000 
 
    This stalactite has become the host of a ghostly echo, preserving a powerful moment within its glass form; it does not hold an actual soul. Instead, it holds fragments of several souls, each one having experienced such great trauma and pain that their screams still echo within the crystal confines. This material can be used for crafting to create soul-bound Artifacts. Be warned, however, that Artifacts made from this material have a high chance of developing a random mutation. 
 
      
 
    Somehow, it felt like the materials were studying him as much as he was studying them, as though they were alive somehow—intelligent and aware of their surroundings. 
 
    “Are you okay?”  
 
    Alastair felt Damon’s hand on his left shoulder. He blinked and shook his head profusely, before nodding. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m okay,” he said, then pointed at the stalactites. “Don’t stare at those things. There’s something unnatural about them.” 
 
    Damon nodded and quickly glanced up. “You want some of them for your crafting? They look like good materials.” 
 
    Alastair shook his head. “No, there are… fragments of souls inside those things… I think. I don’t want to use actual souls for my Artifacts. That’s a line I don’t want to cross.” 
 
    Aside from the stalactites, the White Flames had also revealed the things that grew on the floor and on the walls, faint, crimson blotches that held the appearance of moss, seemed to grow everywhere, reaching up and down. They resembled blood and gore, uncleaned guts and putrid matter; and yet, the strangest thing about them was the fact that they were clearly moving, like masses of living slime things that moved about, searching for… something. They gathered in large patches around the nearest stalactites. 
 
    And then it suddenly made sense; these things were eating the souls within the glass, feeding off the energies of the dead to fuel themselves.  
 
    Alastair felt sick in his stomach. “What in the bloody hells are these things?”   
 
    Damon’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t know.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The inner sanctum of the cave was strangely linear. Alastair had expected winding, maze-like corridors that boggled the mind. And deep tunnels filled with razor sharp rocks and the bones of the long dead, ancient moss and more of those strange, crimson slimes that ate the soul-filled stalactites. What he had found, however, was a straight path forward, steadily leading down, where the air become cleaner the deeper they went. It reached a point, after half an hour or so of constant walking, that their regeneration reached their crescendos, returning to a state that was almost comparable to what they had before. 
 
    It wasn’t quite there yet, but the magic that had fueled their regeneration had mostly fixed the dastardly effects of major blood loss, since Alastair figured the pair had lost more than sixty percent of their blood. They should have died after losing twenty percent; the only thing that kept them going was their enhanced abilities and the raggedy remnants of whatever had remained of their regeneration. 
 
    “You know,” Damon began. “It’d be terribly funny and maybe a little annoying if we followed the length of this cave and somehow end up back in the Middle Kingdom.” 
 
    Alastair paused, eyes wide and his face twisting into a horrible grimace. That might have just been the scariest thing he’d ever heard, and it was a real possibility he’d not actually considered. He shuddered. All of that to end up back where they came from? Sheesh, what a nightmare. It was enough to give him goosebumps.  
 
    “Let’s not… talk about that. Only happy thoughts, yeah? I’m praying for hordes and hordes of monsters—maybe a dragon or two.” A damp smell blew in from the depths, and Alastair paused. “Though, the chances of that happening are pretty low. The likeliest possibility is that we’ll end up in some kind of underground river system. From there, we can work on making our way further east. If we hit dead ends, I’ll just use Earthshaper to make tunnels for us.” 
 
    Alastair closed his eyes and absently reached for the stone. It reacted to him as uncorrupted materials would, with fluidity and grace—not a speck of resistance to his will. He could use his skill, Shape, if he so wanted, and—unlike the ashes—they would maintain their shape.  
 
    Though, the stalactites and the blackened earth above were resistant to his will, just as the ashes in the plains had been. It was as though the constant corruption and magical mutations had given them a will of their own. They weren’t exactly alive in the natural sense. They did seem to hold a rudimentary form of will, each grain of ash a part of a much greater collective, one that was powerful enough to resist his ability by the sheer force of their combined wills. 
 
    “Alright,” Damon began, nodding, “if it works, then it works. Then our only problem will be navigation. Once we’re down there, it’ll be nearly impossible to figure out which way is east, west, north, or south. You might dig a hole and we both end up right back in the Plains of Gorgorod or, worst case scenario, somewhere underwater.” 
 
    “Huh.” Alastair chuckled. “You know, I never really bothered to learn how to swim. The only river we had back home went about as high as our waists. Swimming wasn’t all that important, looking back.” 
 
    Damon shrugged. “Yeah, I think I remember you almost drowning the one time we went to the lake.” 
 
    “Yeah, let’s never talk about that again. It never happened,” Alastair finished with a shake of his head. That was a particular memory he did not want to revisit—mostly because it was one of the more embarrassing ones. The fact that Damon tried to save him and also nearly drowned had gone unmentioned, but that was an embarrassing day for everyone. And the cat that somehow dove in after them. In the end, all three of them had to be pulled by rope to the shore and people were laughing the whole time. “Anyway, we can just retrace our steps and maintain a constant direction. We’ve been walking forward this whole time, which means we’re facing east. So, we’ll just have to keep track of where we’re going.” 
 
    “I will be keeping track of where we’re going, thank you very much.” Damon raised an eyebrow. “Your ability to navigate is just about equal to your ability to swim.” 
 
    Alastair’s right eye twitched. He sighed. “We’re not talking about that, yeah?” 
 
    “I might bring it up from time to time, you never know.” 
 
    “Alright, we’re moving on.” Alastair stalked ahead. 
 
    “Hey, wait up!” Damon ran after him, chuckling all the while. “Do you remember what happened to that cat?” 
 
    Alastair paused and raised a single brow, looking back. He shrugged. “I don’t really know. I’m pretty sure that little devil survived. I saw it jump into an oven once, and it looked fine afterward. A little water probably wouldn’t kill it.” 
 
    “Yeah, I think I remember old man Kaelos throwing it into the forge and it came out, like nothing happened.” 
 
    “Really? I swear that damn cat was immortal.” 
 
    “Don’t they have nine lives or something?” 
 
    “Only nine? I’m pretty sure that devil’s been in Larisa since before I was born.” 
 
    As the path ahead of them dictated, they ventured further down, where the walls and the ceiling seemed to close in around them, becoming narrower and narrower every ten feet or so. Thus far, the natural tunnel was fairly linear, despite the jagged stalactites and uneven walls that made up the place. The crimson slimes steered clear of them. Whether by an ability to detect their presence or through sheer coincidence, Alastair wasn’t sure. The odd creatures were definitely attracted to the energies within the stalactites, feeding off the echoes of fragmented souls, like demonic parasites. 
 
    Alastair blinked once as the path took a sharp turn to the right—with the left being a dead end. Damon frowned and breathed in sharply. Alastair stopped, tightening his grip over Earthshaper.  
 
    Damon breathed in once more. “About thirty feet away from us. There’s… something there. It’s big and smells… weird. I can’t even tell if it’s alive or not.” 
 
    Alastair raised an eyebrow; that last bit of detail was confusing at best. “What do you mean you can’t tell if it’s alive or not? Shouldn’t that be… I don’t know, pretty clear?” 
 
    Damon shook his head. “I’m not too sure; my instincts are confused. Living creatures usually emit a clear aura that appears almost like a blaring red hue in my senses; this is purple. I don’t know what it is.” 
 
    “Right.” Alastair nodded, eyes narrowed. “Whatever the case, we’ll just have to deal with it when we come across it. If it’s docile, like those crimson slimes, we pass it; if it’s aggressive, we kill it, just like we do with all who stand in our way. And, if it won’t die,” he continued, slightly raising Earthshaper, “we grind it to bits and scatter it across the tunnel. That way, it can’t come after us, even if it’s not dead.” 
 
    Damon nodded. 
 
    They went further inward, deeper and deeper, following the only path available to them. As they continued, Alastair noted the increasingly winding nature of the tunnel, including the sudden appearance of numerous smaller tunnels, all over the walls and the ceiling. They were akin to goblin holes, except goblins couldn’t possibly survive in this place—not without a proper clan structure, with a King and his Royal Guards, none of which would function without a stable food source. It stood to reason that, if there was anything living in the smaller tunnels that ran along the walls, it wouldn’t be any creature they knew about. It would be something utterly alien, something no one in the Middle Kingdom had ever seen. 
 
    Damon didn’t seem to notice anything within the walls. Alastair himself noted the lack of the usual skittering, chittering noises that one would hear in the deep caves in the mountains of the Middle Kingdom, holes filled with ravenous creatures, both large and small.  
 
    Damon suddenly stopped and raised the Black Dragon’s Spear. Alastair shifted into an aggressive stance with Earthshaper. Whatever strange creature Damon had detected earlier was, no doubt, only a few feet from them. 
 
    Alastair turned to Damon and nodded once. Damon looked ahead, eyes narrowing. Alastair raised his hand and willed the luminance of the White Flame to intensify. The darkness was pushed away, banished from the caves, the light extending almost fifty feet into the tunnel. The White Flame revealed something writhing ahead of them, some thirty feet away, an abomination from a bygone age, a creature that had made its home in the shadows and the darkness. 
 
    Alastair’s eyes widened. He took a single, absent step back. Revulsion filled him, and a grimace quickly took over his face. He breathed out a cold breath and whispered, “What in the bloody hells is that thing?” 
 
    Damon shuddered, gulped, and narrowed his eyes. He shook his head. “I don’t know… Wait, you’re supposed to be the one who knows everything about monsters.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Alastair scratched the back of his head and huffed. The creature’s very presence was repulsive, as though being in close proximity with it was physically causing them harm. “I have no idea what that is.” 
 
    His eyes narrowed. 
 
    The thing writhed on the ground. It stood on all fours. And yet it was humanoid. If it stood upright, it would have been taller than any human being could physically be, nine to ten feet tall at a glance.  
 
    Its face was mostly featureless, with a single, massive red hole that might have been its mouth, filled with yellow, jagged teeth. Two smaller holes above the larger one might have been nostrils. There were two, small mounds where eyes should have been. Its throat appeared ravaged and malformed.  
 
    The creature let out a continuous low murmur as it moved about, bumping into the walls. Its limbs were long and gangly, filled with dense muscle, but tightly packed across a frame of lengthened bone. From its hunched back, a spine jutted out, a grotesque row of jagged bones that would have been utterly inhibiting if the creature walked upright. Pale skin, hairless and smooth, was covered by a layer of some oily, reflective liquid that seeped into the numerous scars across its gangly form. And its skin was so otherworldly thin as to appear almost transparent. Large hands with long fingers ended in sharp, hook-shaped nails.  
 
    It used to be human, I think, Alastair guessed. It was probably the descendant of a survivor of the war of the Second Cataclysm who was forced to flee into these caves when the world burned. Over time, it must have been deformed by Gorgorod’s tainted influence.  
 
    Slowly, carefully, and as quietly as he could, Alastair bent down and grabbed the nearest pebble. It was his favorite maneuver, useful for just about every situation. 
 
    Damon turned to look at him with narrowed, incredulous eyes. Alastair faced him and shrugged. 
 
    With a powerful flick of his free hand, Alastair hurled the pebble right onto the creature’s featureless face. The creature whirled almost immediately, turning toward them with writhing motions. It paused for a moment, sniffing the air, black drool dripping out of its mouth, through its malformed teeth. The low, continuous murmur that escaped its maw was disturbing, to say the least. And then, it sprang forward, propelled by spindly powerful muscles, letting out a gasp-like sound that might have been a roar of some kind. 
 
    Damon ducked under it, landing a solid strike at its abdomen with the blunt side of the Black Dragon’s Spear. The creature winced, before crashing into the wall and falling down. Before it could recover, Alastair rushed in and kicked its face as hard as he could, sending it even further into the ground. But then it lashed out with its clawed hands, blindly thrashing at the air. Alastair grimaced and leapt back. 
 
    The creature seemed to whisper something as it pushed itself up on its limbs. 
 
    But for all its disturbing, otherworldly features and strange movements, it was nothing more than a mutated humanoid. It was, at the end of the day, just another beast that needed to be put down. 
 
    Damon lunged forward and met the creature head on, severing its body in two with a swift, overhand strike of the Black Dragon’s Spear. It fell apart in two pieces, spilling black, ichor-like blood all over the cave floor and walls. Its pieces shuddered and writhed on the ground for a brief moment, before going still. Almost immediately, its carcass began emitting a foul odor that was vaguely akin to the smell of putrid fish guts and boiling tar. Its flesh, pale and iridescent, shuddered and hissed, trails of steam snaking upward. And then, much to Alastair’s confusion, the corpse—the two parts of it—dissolved, seemingly turning gaseous. Even its black blood was not spared this fate as its skin, flesh, and organs disappeared. 
 
    What remained was the creature’s blackened bones. 
 
    “I’m… confused,” Damon muttered absently as they approached its skeletal remains. “It’s still showing up in my senses; its bones are covered in that purple aura I mentioned earlier.” 
 
    Alastair nodded. Appraise! 
 
      
 
    [Mutated Human Bones (Cave Crawler Variant)] 
 
    Quality: Uncommon 
 
    Durability: 1,000/1,000 
 
    Value: 10,000 
 
    The skeletal remains of a heavily mutated and corrupted humanoid, it seeps with demonic energies from the Realm of Gorgorod and may cause extreme mutagenic effects to anything near it. This material may be used for crafting, but is highly unstable and corruptive, which gives it a 100% chance of mutating the final Artifact. Handle with care. 
 
      
 
    Alastair briefly considered taking it into his inventory but decided against it. Any substance that could somehow cause mutations on rocks was something he did not want to work with. That was just asking for extra fingers or eyeballs on his palms. Mutations were not to be messed around with, especially the demonic sort that often corrupts the soul just as much as it corrupts the body.  
 
    Alastair turned to Damon. “Don’t touch it. The stuff’s dangerous.” 
 
    Damon took a step away from the skeleton. “Everything in this place is too dangerous for you to use, huh?” 
 
    The smell was still there, and he didn’t want to spend any more time inhaling it. “I’m assuming there are more of those things in the deeper levels?” Alastair asked. 
 
    “Yep… I can smell a whole ecosystem of them. Hundreds—and those are just the ones that are in our immediate vicinity, around a hundred feet or so.” 
 
    “Let’s move. We don’t want them bringing out the welcome party.” 
 
    “We’ve dealt with worse,” Damon said. “They’re not strong. Memnon’s elite marauders are scarier than these things and we breezed through them.” 
 
    Alastair grimaced but nodded all the same. 
 
    The gangly, spindly mutant hadn’t been terribly dangerous, but having hundreds of its ilk attacking all at once did not sound like a pleasant time. They were repulsive and disturbing to behold. Alastair could not help but pity them. Were they not the victims of Gorgorod’s corruption?  
 
    “I know that look on your face.” Damon smiled. “But neither of us have the ability to heal or fix them. Death is a mercy at this point.” 
 
    Alastair huffed but nodded in agreement. Damon was right. Even if there was a way, neither of them had the ability to undo the damage that’d been wrought upon these mutants.

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alastair swung Earthshaper, killing a mutant. He went for the head so they wouldn’t have to suffer more than necessary.  
 
    He ducked and rolled forward. He narrowly avoided the tackle of a leaping mutant. The creature crashed right into the wall, stunning it. Alastair whirled, intent on smashing its head to paste—but another mutant surged toward him from behind. He grimaced and leapt to the side, while swinging Earthshaper in a wide arc. The hammerhead smashed through the mutant’s right shoulder, cleaving through the mutant’s body. The mutant’s eyes rolled back as it fell over forward, dead and lifeless. 
 
    It wasn’t over. 
 
    Two more mutants jumped him from the ceiling, the creatures having grabbed onto the stalactites and dropping from above in a coordinated attempt at an ambush. Alastair slammed Earthshaper into the ground and conjured massive, jagged spikes to emerge, spearing the mutants and shredding their torsos. He leapt back, absently willing away the shapes back into their original forms. 
 
    His feet hit the ground, and he ducked almost immediately, just barely dodging a mutant’s swipe that would have torn his head right off if it hit. Alastair leaned forward and took a single step forth, before spinning on his heels, and swinging Earthshaper in a circular motion, its head catching the mutant’s right side. He heard the crunch of bone and the squelch of flesh as the creature’s organs were liquefied, gushing out of its orifices, while its bones shattered. Dead, Earthshaper’s momentum carried the mutant right into the wall where it was speared by a sharp stone growth. 
 
    Alastair sighed, briefly closing his eyes. He rolled forward, as the ground burst where his feet had been. He gritted his teeth. Tsk, that was too close. 
 
    Another mutant clawed its way out of the dirt. Unlike its kin, this one had a much darker hue to its skin, an intense purple that almost seemed like coagulated blood underneath skin. Its claws were longer as well, and it was visibly larger than the other mutants, taller and bulkier too. Crimson veins pulsated in the streams of its dense musculature, much like Damon’s demon’s blood. Still, the fact that he could see this creature at all, meant it wasn’t nearly as powerful as Damon, not nearly as fast. 
 
    Black bile dropped from its jagged maw. The mutant lurched and surged, nearly thrice as fast as the other mutants Alastair had faced thus far. 
 
    Alastair met it head on, isolated as it was from its ilk, which seemed to steer clear of it. Was it a leader of some kind? He shrugged and brought Earthshaper down on the creature’s head, splattering its brain, bits of its skull, blood, and flesh all across the tunnel. A mutant appeared behind him, having leapt down from the stalactites. Alastair’s eyes widened for a moment, just before Damon appeared and decapitated the creature with a single, clean strike. The mutant fell forward, half of its pale bulk already dissolving before it even hit the ground. 
 
      
 
    +9,000 Pollentias! 
 
      
 
    The purple-skinned mutant still hadn’t begun dissolving. Alastair eyed it for a moment, his head absently tilting to the side as he beheld the creature’s mutated flesh. With a barely conscious thought, Alastair knelt down, laid a hand on the mutant’s spine and willed forth its organs, its skin, its flesh, and its bones to separate. A quick use of Appraise revealed that, like its lesser kin, each and every single one of its parts were essentially just mutagenic compounds, each one having more or less the same effect if used for crafting, random mutations and changes in the final artifact, much of it chaotic and demonic in nature, considering the source of these mutants’ own mutation. 
 
    He shook his head. There was, however, a single part that could be useful, just not in any permanent artifact. 
 
      
 
    [Mutant Spine (Alpha Cave Crawler Variant, Stable)] 
 
    Quality: Rare 
 
    Durability: 5,000/5,000 
 
    Value: 30,000 
 
    The spine of an Alpha Cave Crawler; this sample has stable mutations, despite the immense taint it carries. It can be used for crafting or alchemic purposes to create a mutagenic artifact or compound, having a 100% chance of Demonic Mutation; this item may be used in conjunction with other catalysts to create more varied demonic effects.  
 
      
 
    Alastair sent the item into his inventory. Mutations were outside his immediate interest when it came to crafting, specifically because of how it would alter whatever artifact he would be making, but this item was interesting in its potential to be used as a bomb catalyst. The fact that it could somehow accept the presence of another catalyst made it all the more potent. 
 
    He turned to Damon. “How many of them are there?” 
 
    Damon hummed and breathed in, glancing over his shoulder and eyeing the dark and gloom of the shadowy tunnels ahead. He frowned and grumbled something inaudible under his breath. Though, knowing him, it was probably a curse word he was too ashamed to say out loud.  
 
    “There’re hundreds of them down there, and most of them are probably already aware of us.” Damon breathed in and absently smiled. “Still, it’s nothing we can’t handle. These things aren’t tough to kill, and they’re not particularly dangerous.” 
 
    Alastair gritted his teeth and nodded, absently willing Earthshaper into his inventory. The Necro-Flames flared to life in his left and right hands, deathly green flames that seemed to drain the life out of anything and everything around it. Breathing was suddenly a tiny bit harder, as though the air was thicker. Something hazed his thoughts, a presence that lingered over his mind. Alastair shook his head. This power would not consume him as the Demonic Flames almost did. He wouldn’t let it. 
 
    Damon shuddered. “You’ve never used that skill before. Why now?” 
 
    A mutant peaked out of the shadows. It rushed toward them, screaming and drooling. Alastair raised his right hand toward the creature. The Necro-Flames were much harder to control than the White Flames of Shazdrak, like trying to grasp onto an oily fish and keeping it from jumping back into the water. The pale green flame had a will of its own, screeching and howling as it lit up the darkness in an eerie, ghastly light that seemed to consume the darkness, seemed to consume the very fabric of reality as everything slowly withered away in its fire. The corruption that had long seeped into the stones, into the walls, into the very bedrock of the place was devoured by the Necro-Flames and added into itself. 
 
    The mutant faltered, its form slowly withering by the second as years, decades, and centuries were taken away from its unnaturally long life in a matter of moments. It took one step forward, and then another, and then another, and, by the fourth step, the creature was nothing more than a cracked skeleton. Somehow, it took another step forward, crumbling into dust and fading into the air. 
 
    Alastair’s eyes widened. He lurched forward, wheezed, fell to his knees, and heaved, spewing out dry air into the ground at his feet. Dark green veins crept up his right forearm from his right hand, taint and corruption, but of a different kind—not quite the same as Gorgorod’s. The taint of the God of Chaos and Murder was a mutation that affected everything. It affected the plants and the trees, the beasts and the monsters, and it even affected the ground and the air and the sky, flooding them with demonic energies and forcibly altering their forms. It threw the natural order into chaos, into anarchy and despair; it took the natural world, twisted it, and gave it madness. 
 
    This new corruption he felt was different. It was subtle and quiet. It wasn’t trying to force itself into his mind. It didn’t brush upon his soul in some attempt to twist and taint it with its own otherworldly energies. No, this corruption seemed to simply seep into his flesh and stay there, without altering anything. It was almost like a parasite, though it didn’t seem to be draining him of life, either. Aside from the pain that had flooded his form upon its arrival, the corruption didn’t appear to be doing anything. 
 
    It was just there. 
 
    And that made it more dangerous, because no corruption should ever just do nothing. Alastair knew it was doing something, but he just didn’t know what. Scowling, he looked into the skill’s description. 
 
      
 
    [Necro-Flames (lvl 1)] 
 
    The Flames of the Netherworld and the pale fire of Drokmor, the God of Death, Pain, Misery, and Aging; these flames are composed of the souls of sinners, tortured and gored in the Realm of the Dishonored Dead until pain and desolation is all that is left of them. Allows for limited control and manipulation of Necromantic Flames; causes a withering effect on all living creatures hit, taking away a year of their total lifespans for every second they’re exposed. The effect, however, doubles every fifty milliseconds. (Cannot affect immortals) 
 
    Prolonged use of this ability will slowly attune its user to Netherworld. 
 
    (This ability has locked functions and effects.) 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t nearly as bad as his other flame-related ability, Hellfire, but it was still bad. The fact that it drew its power from the Netherworld, of all places, was a massive warning sign. The Netherworld was the realm of the sinners, the cowards, the traitors, the murderers, and the corrupt. It was the place where evil souls were tossed into by the Goddess of Justice, Shazdrak, to be gored, mutilated, and tortured for all eternity by Drokmor, the one god who was feared by his fellow gods for his brutality and savagery, aside from Gorgorod himself. 
 
    However, unlike the God of Chaos, Murder, Malice, and Destruction, the God of Death followed a set of rules that could not be broken. One of those rules was that Drokmor was forever disallowed from manifesting in the physical realm and was forever barred from interfering with the affairs of mortals. This rule, however, had a few holes, considering necromancy drew its power from the Netherworld. Even taking that into account, Drokmor was still bound by several laws. Alastair wasn’t quite sure what that meant for him, but it surely meant that the God of Death was far more trustworthy than Gorgorod and that he could potentially be less cautious. 
 
    Right? 
 
    At the back of his mind, Alastair heard something distant, almost akin to laughter, but it was so faint and muted it might have just been nothing at all. 
 
    At the very least, he wouldn’t be making any promise to never use this power again anytime soon. 
 
    The pain in his head receded and, somehow, at the back of his thoughts, Alastair knew that it would be easier to use now than it had been earlier. Somehow, the taint that’d seeped into his body made it easier for him. “Right, that was unexpected.” 
 
    Damon walked up to him and helped him up. Alastair sighed and summoned a ball of white flame on his left hand, illuminating the tunnels that had darkened after his use of the Necro-Flames. He glanced at his right hand and forearm and noted the lack of green veins. It was as though they were never there at all.  
 
    “Are you okay?” Damon asked. “Do you need to rest? Does the little baby need to drink his milk?” 
 
    “Choke on your spear and die, Damon.” Alastair shook his head. The pain that had earlier befallen him was gone. As things stood, he was as good as he would ever be. “No, we need to move on and fast. The sooner we’re out of here, the better. The longer we stay in one place, the more chances of us attracting the things that might actually prove fatal.” 
 
    Damon nodded grimly. “There are things on the surface… massive creatures. They know we’re here, somehow. They’re not doing anything yet, but I can feel them moving with us.” 
 
    Alastair gritted his teeth. The legends about the Blasted Plains spoke of gargantuan creatures with obsidian scales, whose breath was fire and ash and poison. They needed to avoid those things as much as possible. Poison was one of the few things that could actually kill them if they weren’t careful, and the surface was covered in it. Their only option was to go even deeper underground. The mutants that apparently dwelled in the caves were not much of a threat, relative to what waited on the surface. 
 
    “Let’s go then,” Alastair said. 
 
    They ventured deeper. Soon, the tunnels began diverging, leading to dead ends or nests of mutants. Their map was almost useless here, they both found, as it could only track the paths they had already taken. Everything else was shrouded in darkness until they actually got there. Still, it was incredibly useful for backtracking whenever they walked into a tunnel that led nowhere or led into a seemingly bottomless chasm. Soon enough, they reached sections of the proverbial underworld, where they found ancient armors and weapons, rusted and damaged beyond repair, and things on the floor that might have been beds at some point. Mud pots, pans, jars… 
 
    Alastair glanced around for anything that might have been of use, but he found nothing worth looting from the pile of ancient garbage, which had lain undisturbed for centuries. Much of it was located in a spacious section of the cave system, which had running water on the side, a steady stream of cold spring water, which would have been beneficial for supporting human life and some form of habitation. Though, Alastair still wasn’t sure what the humanoids would have eaten in this place, since all the pair had encountered so far were the mutants and the crimson slime things that ate the stalactites.  
 
    Are those things even edible? Alastair wondered. 
 
    He was fairly curious, but not that curious. Still, the question stood; what did these people eat? 
 
    He wasn’t sure if he wanted to know the answer. They soon left the abandoned settlement and moved on. There wasn’t much to examine. 
 
    But then, Alastair stopped just before they walked into another tunnel. He turned and eyed something on the far distant wall, only faintly and barely illuminated by the white flame he held in his left hand.  
 
    Alastair’s eyes narrowed, not with suspicion, but with curiosity. “There’s something there.” 
 
    He pointed, and Damon followed the direction of his hand. On the far wall was a series of writings, etched upon the stone. The language was archaic, but still vaguely understandable. Though, to Alastair, at least, it was like reading the scribbled notes of an addle-brained scholar with shaky hands.  
 
    Damon spoke up as they approached the wall. “What does it say?” 
 
    Alastair blinked and narrowed his eyes. “I can’t read everything here, but I’ll do my best to extrapolate if needed.” He leaned back and pointed at the topmost characters. “This line here seems to talk about how they fled down the caves to get away from the poison on the surface. There were… hundreds of them. Warriors. Mages too. The mages were hopeful that they could return to the surface after the poison in the air dissipated. But…” He squinted at the text, furrowing his brow.  
 
    “But what?” Damon said.  
 
    “But whoever wrote this wasn’t nearly as hopeful as the mages.” Alastair shook his head. “They were tainted. Their mages couldn’t stop it. The rest of the text is a desperate prayer to the gods.” He paused, leaning down to get a closer look. He brushed the dust off the last line. This one was more jagged, as if hastily carved, and covered in splotches of dried blood. This was written after the rest—by a man waiting to die.  
 
    “What’s that say?” Damon asked, leaning down next to Alastair.  
 
    “It’s a warning.” Alastair stood back up. “‘Do not go into the depths’, it says. There’s something lurking down there—something from the First Cataclysm.” 
 
    The text ended abruptly, but the message was clear.  
 
    Alastair’s eyes darkened. “They did not make it out.”  
 
    The text was ancient. Hundreds of years must have passed since this had been carved here—and the poisonous air on the surface still hadn’t dissipated. They were trapped here, isolated from the world, exposed to whatever horrors killed the men who had come before them. 
 
    Alastair shook his head. He couldn’t afford to lose hope like the man who wrote this. He turned to the tunnel entrance ahead of them. 
 
    “What do you think is down there?” Damon said. 
 
    “I don’t know. A creature from the First Cataclysm would be incredibly ancient and powerful. It could mean anything from a dragon to one of the Eldritch Beasts that were summoned from the Great Beyond by the foolish mages who started the whole thing. We won’t know for sure until we see it.” 
 
    Damon chuckled. “Ah, we’ll just have to risk it, then. We’ve probably fought worse.” 
 
     “Let’s be careful. Who knows what lurks in the depths of this place.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Along the way, the Fated pair encountered more mutants, but they walked right past them. They found more ruined artifacts too, no doubt remnants of the men who had died here. Pieces of withered armor, ancient weapons, ruined tents and bedrolls, and a centuries-old skeleton. 
 
    Alastair stopped to look at the skeleton.  
 
    “What is it?” Damon asked.  
 
    “No blood,” Alastair said. “There’s no dark spots around here where this person’s blood would have dried. And his bones aren’t broken either…”  
 
    Damon furrowed his brow. “So…” 
 
    “So he didn’t die violently. He must have starved. There’s hardly anything worth eating in this place.” Alastair shook his head.  
 
    “Rough way to go.” 
 
    “Yeah… but if there’s nothing to eat down here, what do the mutants eat?”  
 
    “Maybe they eat the crimson slimes,” Damon guessed. “That might have been how they became what they are now.” 
 
    Alastair nodded. He had felt the energies that lingered in the constructs. They were unnatural, to say the least. 
 
    “And the stalactites contain the echoes of souls?” Damon continued, eyeing the glimmering growths above them.  
 
    Alastair glanced up. In the depths, the stalactites were receding, becoming smaller and smaller, the soul energies swirling within them growing weaker and weaker. He barely felt anything from the growths above them as they walked. They were almost empty, though not quite truly empty as they still stored trace amounts of soul echoes, swirling torrents of star-like lights in a blanket of black space. 
 
    “That must be what tainted them, but we’ll never know for sure.” Alastair pulled his gaze from the stalactites. “The corruption of the God of Chaos is unpredictable. Its effects are varied and often nonsensical in nature. For all we know, it could have been the water that altered them.” 
 
    “Huh…” Damon muttered.  
 
    “What?” 
 
    “We’ve established that they have to eat something, right?” 
 
    “Yes, and?” 
 
    “Well… it’s just that… where do they poop? I mean, we’ve been walking for hours and we’ve not seen a single pile of crap.” 
 
    Alastair groaned. “Let’s keep going.” 
 
    They proceeded in silence, encountering fewer and fewer mutants on their descent into the depths, until they reached a section of the caves that answered Damon’s earlier query. Alastair grimaced at the stench that permeated the trapped air, centuries’ worth of bodily waste, dried up, ancient and new, all blended together to create a smell that would have challenged the insides of a Primal Goliath’s guts.  
 
    Thankfully, the mutants chose to relieve themselves on the sides, keeping the central area free of their waste, so Alastair and Damon had a clear path. Tiny, chittering creatures lingered on the mounds of excretions, white-plated insectoids that fed on the filth, each one about the size of a foot.  
 
    “Well, I hope this answers your damn question,” Alastair muttered, gesturing at the mounds. 
 
    Damon shrugged. “Heh, this is not what I had in mind, but yes.”  
 
    Shaking his head, Alastair glanced at his map. 
 
    Their current location was somewhere over five miles away from the cave entrance, following a winding path of intricate tunnels. Some tunnels led to nothing but dead ends, while other paths had led them in circles. But this wasn’t the case—they were spiraling downward, according to their map. Though it didn’t feel like it, they were heading downward with each step.  
 
    Just staring at all the winding paths made his head hurt. At the very least, if the path they followed led them nowhere, they could always just go with Damon’s idea to dig a hole back up to the surface and hope everything went well. 
 
    “The air smells different here,” Damon said, sniffing the stale air.  
 
    Alastair sniffed too, but found nothing amiss, aside from the distinct lack of the stench bodily waste. The ceiling was empty of stalactites. Instead, it was all smooth stone, black and glistening in the light of the White Flame.  
 
    Alastair glanced around, noting how the walls became smoother, forming a perfect arc with the ceiling. Its smoothness was almost artificial. No natural creature or phenomenon should have been able to create something like this. Nature was chaotic, in many ways. It was random and spontaneous, destructive and unaligned. Smooth lines and arcs weren’t things that appeared naturally. 
 
    There was something here, something that had created these tunnels. 
 
    Something ancient. 
 
    “Look at the walls,” he said, catching Damon’s attention. He gestured at them. “It’s not natural. Nothing about it is. Something built this place. There is a design here, and it’s not human.” 
 
    Damon nodded, eyeing the ceiling and the walls around them. “You’re right. It’s all too smooth. It’s not like any cave I’ve ever seen, at least.” 
 
    Alastair’s eyes narrowed. He brushed his right hand against the surface of a nearby cave wall and frowned. His ability, Shape, quickly revealed the presence of something in the rock, an ancient energy that kept it strong and durable.  
 
    Looking back, the sheer depth of the caves should have caused a massive cave-in, but neither of them found anything of the sort. Everything just seemed to spiral down, despite the lack of any real structural integrity. The whole place would have already collapsed if it weren’t for the strange energies that lingered in the rock.  
 
    “We should be careful,” Alastair said. “If the mutants dare not venture here, there must be something they’re afraid of.” 
 
    Damon frowned. “I can sense the presence of something… multiple somethings… in the depths below us. There are hundreds of them down there. And they’re big.” 
 
    Alastair nodded. “How far away are they?” 
 
    “About half a mile or so underneath us.” 
 
    Alastair grimaced. There was no way to avoid another fight. The path in the cave no longer broke away into several branching tunnels. There was only a single tunnel for them to follow. They could go back and try to brave the surface, but that would just be plain idiocy.  
 
    Either way, they would be facing down monsters and beasts. The only difference was that the air they breathed in the subterranean caves wasn’t poisonous. If they stepped out, it would be the same thing all over again.  
 
    No, they had to move forward. Alastair would rather eat a rock than return to the surface. The sensation of his throat slowly melting, while his lungs gradually disintegrated with every passing second was torturous. 
 
    “We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it,” Alastair said finally. “If there are monsters, we’ll just have to kill them as usual.” 
 
    Damon chuckled grimly.  
 
    They continued on, following the spiraling pathway that steadily took them into the depths of the cave system. But they stopped after ten minutes of walking. 
 
    “Are you seeing this?” Damon asked. 
 
    Alastair nodded. “Yes. Yes, I am.” 
 
    Stairs. 
 
    The smoothened cave walls were already strange enough, but then the ground smoothened out as well, making it harder to walk, until—suddenly—there were stairs, perfectly aligned, perfectly straight, and perfectly symmetrical, made entirely of the same smooth, black stone that made up the cave itself. Any doubts they had about the artificiality of the place disappeared right then and there; there simply was no other explanation for this.  
 
    Someone, or something, had built this.  
 
    Alastair held out his left hand, illuminating the stairway with the bright light of the White Flame.  
 
    Damon chuckled. “Yep, my eyes aren’t lying. Those are actual stairs. Alastair, I don’t think the survivors carved this up from rock. Or could it have been the mutants?” 
 
    “I don’t know…” Alastair shook his head. 
 
    It couldn’t have been the mutants. They were far too primitive to carve something like this. Besides, they didn’t seem to want to venture this deep down.  
 
    Could the survivors have built this place? It wasn’t out of the realm of possibility, especially if they had a mage with them, but then Alastair wasn’t fond of guesswork. He didn’t know, but he was curious enough to want to know just what happened here and who—or what—built the stairway underneath the caves. 
 
    “Well,” Alastair began, smiling softly. He turned to Damon and laid a hand on his shoulder. It was about time they delved into a proper dungeon, filled with monsters, dark secrets, and treasure. “What was that you said about us going on very real adventures? Well? This is it. No turning back. Besides, we’ll never find out who built this place if we don’t go down and check, yeah?” 
 
    Damon grinned, a glimmer in his eyes. “Oh yes, just the two of us, with no chance for backup, and no one knowing where in the bloody hells we are. This is what adventure’s about!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alastair and Damon descended the stairs carefully. Just walking on the smooth, black rock was a challenge—but walking down stairs made of the same rock was tenuous. It felt like walking on ice.  
 
    Damon clutched onto Alastair’s arm as he wobbled. He regained his balance and sighed. “Can’t you make these damn steps easier to walk on, Alastair?”  
 
    Alastair shook his head. “I can’t. It’s made of the same stuff as the walls, and I couldn’t use Shape on that either.” He put a hand on his chin. “I could manipulate our boots, however, but I’m not sure how to make them stick to the rock…” He snapped his fingers. “I’ve got it!”  
 
    Damon perked up. “You do?”  
 
    “I could use Shape on your feet. I could turn them into tentacles with suckers on them. No guarantee that I can turn them back, though…”  
 
    Damon paled. He gave Alastair a flat look. “No to making this easier, then.” 
 
    Alastair shook his head, then took a measured step down. “Come on. We’re getting close to the bottom.”  
 
    Alastair and Damon descended the stairs for another half hour until they came to a flat surface. Damon let out a sigh of relief.  
 
    Alastair looked around. This place was still made of the same smooth, black rock. It was just like the chamber at the top of the stairs—except for one thing.  
 
    “Uh, Damon?”  
 
    Damon had sat down on a step, catching his breath. “What? Those stairs really did a number on my back.”  
 
    “No, look.”  Alastair pointed ahead. “A doorway.”  
 
    The walls curved into a large, square door frame. The stone around the doorframe bulged out, and intricate runes had been carved into it. Alastair peered ahead, but he didn’t see anything strange—just more tunnels, and more darkness beyond the glow of the white flames in his left hand.  
 
    “Hey, it’s better than more stairs,” Damon said, getting to his feet. 
 
    “I guess it isn’t that much stranger than a mysterious staircase. Shall we?”  
 
    “To adventure!” Damon marched forward.  
 
    Alastair grinned and shook his head as he followed after Damon. 
 
    As soon as they crossed the doorway’s threshold, however, the tunnel around them shuddered. Alastair’s gaze darted around as he readied himself for a fight. 
 
    But no fight came. Just the sharp tut of stone hitting stone, hard and fast. It had come from behind them. Alastair spun, shining the white flames at the doorway.  
 
    “The door… It’s closed,” Alastair said. 
 
    Damon approached the door. He knocked on the stone. “So it is.” He glanced back at Alastair. “I’m taking it you can’t use Shape on it either.” 
 
    Alastair put a hand on the door. The material was cold and smooth, but it was also somewhat grainy, almost akin to sandstone. Whatever it was, it was actively rejecting his presence, actively rejecting the energies of his abilities. No matter how hard he tried, Shape wouldn’t work on it.  
 
    “Nope.” He looked at Damon. “Looks like we’re stuck.” 
 
    But Damon’s attention had drifted elsewhere. He stared at the tunnels ahead of them, sniffing and squinting.  
 
    “They’re… strong,” Damon muttered absently. “The monsters here are very strong. They smell different. It’s giving me goosebumps.” 
 
    “Oh, that sounds good, then. We can actually start fighting something strong enough to pose a challenge!” 
 
    “But not too challenging, like the dragons that almost roasted us to death?” 
 
    “No, not like the dragons. Those things were incredibly powerful. Challenging doesn’t mean I want to kill myself.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Damon said with a chuckle. “I almost shat myself when the giant lizards just boomed out of the sky!” 
 
    “Unless we’re going to be facing down another Vainur or another dragon, I don’t see a need to be afraid.” 
 
    “Tsk, I hope you’re right, because I really can’t tell exactly how strong these creatures are.” 
 
    “Well,” Alastair said, gesturing at the tunnels ahead, “to adventure?” 
 
    “To… adventure,” Damon said much less enthusiastically than he had before.  
 
    In front of them, the tunnel diverged into two paths, each one shrouded in darkness and only barely lit up by the white flame in Alastair’s left hand. He glanced at his map. As usual, it showed none of the places they hadn’t already discovered. They were shrouded in shadows and fog.  
 
    Alastair scowled. He turned to Damon. “Do you smell anything? Can you tell which way we should go?” 
 
    Damon frowned and shook his head. He pointed at the left tunnel. “This way is empty; I can’t smell anything in there. In fact, it smells a little too empty. It’s like everything in there is just… darkness. It’s cold and lifeless, and damp.” 
 
    Alastair raised an eyebrow at that but kept silent. It wasn’t as though he had anything of value to add. Damon was always the one who was good with directions and could memorize maps better.  
 
    Damon pointed at the right tunnel. “In here, the tunnel opens up into a massive cavern. There’s fresh airflow from somewhere. All the monsters are in this tunnel, with one really big one at the end of it. I don’t know what they are, but each one is about the size of a hells-damned tree.” 
 
    “There’s fresh airflow coming from somewhere in there?” Alastair said, eyes narrowing.  
 
    Fresh airflow meant there was a breach somewhere, a breach to the surface. The fact that it didn’t smell like poison probably meant it came from a part of the surface that was beyond the Blasted Lands, where the air was not noxious and the ground was not tainted. Excitement flooded Alastair. It meant there was something out there that wasn’t tainted, a fertile land that lay beyond Gorgorod’s corruption. 
 
    Damon nodded. “It’s faint, but I think I smell… grass and… soil? It is very faint, but I can smell it.” 
 
    “And that’s where all the monsters are?”  
 
    Damon nodded.  
 
    They weren’t sure exactly what these monsters were, though. Running up to them and swinging Earthshaper seemed a little risky, then. At least, it was risky until they learned exactly what these beasts were capable of.  
 
    Instead, Alastair had a better, safer idea.  
 
    He held out his right hand. “Damon, hand me my favorite little crossbow, will you?”   
 
    Damon turned to face him and raised a single brow. “Are you sure? That little hammer of yours is way stronger than the crossbow, and the enemies we’ll be facing down are going to be significantly stronger than the chaff in the Plains of Gorgorod.” 
 
    “That may be true, but the hammer’s range is limited. And I think it’s best if we keep our distance until we know what these monsters can do.” His heart ached a little at the thought of not using Earthshaper. He’d grown rather fond of it. It was simple and reliable, and didn’t take a lot of training to use. But he needed to keep his distance, and Earthshaper didn’t help him do that. 
 
    Alastair shrugged. “I can always summon Earthshaper if I need to.” 
 
    Damon nodded and willed forth the Guiding Eye of Piercing Winds in his grasp. With it came a bag of mithril bolts. They could pierce through almost anything, unless they were shot at a wall of mithril or some other metal that was stronger, or enchanted stone.  
 
    “Here,” Damon said, holding out the weapon. “Just like old times, eh?” 
 
    Alastair smiled and grabbed his weapon. He felt its weight in his hands, light and sturdy, a familiar heft that he hadn’t held in quite a while. It felt natural in his grip, like an old friend. He grabbed the bag of bolts and attached it to his belt, another familiar heft.  
 
    “This is going to be good,” he said. “It’s been a while.” 
 
    The Black Dragon’s Spear appeared in Damon’s hand. The crimson eye on the spearhead was opened and pulsating. It looked left, right, up, and down, then settled.  
 
    Alastair loaded a bolt into his crossbow. “Right, we’ll be going into the rightmost tunnel. This should be fun.” 
 
    But as Damon stepped forward, Alastair stopped him.  
 
    “Wait,” Alastair said, crouching down. From his inventory, he summoned a bag of explosive powder, powdered mithril, and the voice box of the one Nightstalker they had killed several weeks ago.  
 
    After a single glance at the ingredients, several designs instantly appeared before him:  
 
      
 
    Force Bomb 
 
    Ingredients: explosive powder; powdered mithril  
 
    A powerful bomb that blasts away anything around it  
 
      
 
    Spirit Bomb 
 
    Ingredients: explosive powder; powdered mithril 
 
    A bomb that destroys lingering spirits and ghosts. 
 
      
 
    Sonic Bomb 
 
    Ingredients: explosive powder; powdered mithril; Nightstalker voice box 
 
    A bomb that emits a large sonic blast capable of turning brains to mush.  
 
      
 
    “Ever noticed how the mutants seemed to know where we were despite the fact that they didn’t have eyes?” Alastair said. “Their other senses were heightened. Specifically, their sense of hearing is probably far more sensitive than ours. I think it’s more useful than their sense of smell in this place, since there’s not a lot they would smell, yeah?” 
 
    Damon nodded. “Yes, and?” 
 
    “Well,” Alastair began, still eyeing the ingredients before him, “we’ll stand a much better chance if we can ‘blind’ them, per se. Like the mutants, I’m assuming the monsters in there have adapted to life in the darkness, which means their eyes are likely very weak. That means they’d have to rely on their sense of smell and hearing for navigation. And down here, much like the mutants, enhanced hearing would be of greater use as opposed to enhanced smell. So, I’m going to make a bomb that’s going to destroy their ears.” 
 
    Damon nodded, smiling. He glanced over at the ingredients on the ground. “Alright, go for it.” 
 
    Alastair laid both his hands over the ingredients. The figures appeared at the forefront of his mind: how big the bomb will be, its blast radius, and how many he could make, depending on the size. With the materials he had available, Alastair could create over fifteen Sonic Bombs, each one would have a blast radius of over thirty feet, and each one would be more than capable of blasting a person’s ears off and melting their brains. If he made them bigger, with a blast radius of over sixty feet, he would only be able to create eight of them, but then they would be more than capable of blowing people’s heads right off. 
 
    The latter version should work well enough for large monsters with enhanced hearing. Hopefully, it would kill them immediately, but Alastair never had much hope about things ever being easy. More than likely, the monsters would be immune to this, somehow, because things usually never went according to plan for them. 
 
    Alastair shook his head and crafted eight large Sonic Bombs, giving four of them to Damon, and kept the other four on him. 
 
    “Do you think you could make something for their sense of smell?” Damon asked. 
 
    “I’m all out of explosive powder,” Alastair replied, looking through his inventory. He still had several tons of mithril, though, and grounding a few those into powder wouldn’t be hard. Explosive powder was something he did not know how to make; Kaelos never gave him the recipe. Alastair recalled the old man using powdered charcoal and saltpeter. There was another ingredient, some yellow powder, but he had no idea what it was. He really should have learned how to make that stuff, but then the old man died, and the recipe went with him. “I can’t make more bombs without it.” 
 
    Alastair stood up and placed four Sonic Bombs in a pouch on his belt.  
 
    Damon chuckled. “Oh well, we’ll just have to make do without it. The old man sure knew a lot of stuff, huh? It’s sad that he died before he could pass on all his knowledge to you.” 
 
    Alastair paused for a moment. He’d worked the forge with the old man for most of his life, learning all he could and preparing himself for a life in one of the big cities when he’s finally enough of Larisa. Kaelos taught Alastair almost everything he knew, every tip and every trick—almost everything. Even now, Alastair was reasonably certain that if Kaelos had received the Fate of the Crafter, he would have been almost immediately on par with some of the most legendary Crafters.  
 
    “Yeah,” Alastair said. A faint smile graced his lips. Kaelos was one of the few things he missed about Larisa, one of the few things that actually mattered to him. He wasn’t sad about the old man’s passing—not really. Kaelos would have probably been happy about dying; he spoke about wanting to die, every single day, and then complained about the gods and why they hadn’t taken him yet. Rather, Alastair was sad, because a person of such skill died, without having passed on all of his knowledge and experience. “It is sad. He was amazing at his craft. The old man should have been the royal family’s personal antiquarian, instead of forging away in some backwater village of the Middle Kingdom.” 
 
    “He had nobles coming in for custom jobs from all across the lands, yeah?” Damon said. “I remember that one guy, who walked in and demanded everyone bow to him. Little Maris threw a pile of dung at him and almost got in trouble for it.” 
 
    Alastair chuckled. “Let’s get a move on, yeah?” 
 
    Damon grunted and nodded. He walked behind Alastair as they ventured into the rightmost tunnel. 
 
    The tunnel slowly opened up, the walls and the ceiling expanding until it became more like a massive hallway.  
 
    But then, suddenly, the light from the White Flame of Shazdrak dimmed. The flames flickered, like a candle in the wind. Alastair and Damon stopped.  
 
    Massive, dark figures—hundreds of them—lumbered in the shadows ahead of them, shaking the ground with every little movement.  
 
    They both gulped at the same time.   
 
    “Alastair?” Damon whispered. 
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    Damon pointed at the white flame in Alastair’s left hand. “Is it supposed to be doing that?” 
 
    Alastair stared at the flickering form of the white flame for a moment. He shrugged. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “So, what happened to your white fire thing?” 
 
    “I have no idea, Damon.” 
 
    “Man, this sucks. Hey…” 
 
    “Yeah?” 
 
    “Do you remember that one harvest feast, where a bunch of wolves just waltzed into Larisa?” 
 
    “You mean the time when the alderman was almost eaten alive?” Alastair said, chuckling softly.  
 
    “Yeah, that one.” 
 
    “Yes, why are you bringing it up, now?” 
 
    “Well, I got stuck in a barn and a bunch of wolves also ended up in there,” Damon said. 
 
    “Ah, how’d you get out of it alive?” 
 
    “I was on one end of the barn and the wolves were gathering on the other end, near the hells-damned entrance.” 
 
    “Yes, and?” 
 
    “I just screamed and ran forward and somehow ended up outside.” 
 
    Alastair opened his mouth to speak, but he remained silent, his mouth slightly agape.  
 
    “Are you seriously suggesting we do that now?” Alastair said. “Each one of those things looks like they’re bigger than the barn we had in Larisa. Screaming and trying to push past them, all one hundred or so of them, sounds… brilliant.” 
 
    “Was that—” 
 
    “Yes, it was sarcasm,” Alastair said. 
 
    “It might work.” 
 
    “No, you only got lucky with those wolves. This won’t work.”   
 
    “Well, yes,” Damon said, “but we’re also a lot stronger now than we were back then. We can do this.” 
 
    “I’m going to ignore you for now, while I try to think of an actual plan that’s going to get us through these monsters.” 
 
    “Yes, well—” 
 
    “Shut up, I’m thinking.” 
 
    Alastair ignored Damon as he considered how to get past these monsters. Truth be told, formulating an actual plan against these enemies, whose forms he couldn’t even properly perceive, seemed almost impossible. 
 
    But Alastair didn’t have a choice. He had to think of something. He took a breath and recounted what he knew. Firstly, they were massive—even bigger than the Primal Goliath—and some of them lumbered around more like moving hills than creatures. Second, they were blind. If they weren’t, they would have noticed the small but powerful light flickering in Alastair’s left hand.  
 
    How much longer will the flame last? Alastair wondered.  
 
    It was too dark to see what lay beyond the sea of gargantuan monsters. Alastair had a feeling that as they ventured deeper, the less intense the White Flames of Shazdrak would be until its light eventually died, leaving the both of them stranded in the midst of those beasts.  
 
    “Alright.” Alastair sighed, shaking his head. He narrowed his eyes at Damon, who had the gall to give him a sheepish smile. “We’ll do it your way. I can’t think of anything better. We’ll just have to make it up as we go along. In short, we’re going to be improvising—a lot.” 
 
    Damon grinned. “Like I always say: if brute force doesn’t work, then you’re not using enough of it.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Alastair leapt high and avoided certain death as a writhing, black tendril reached for him. He landed on both his feet, wobbled for a moment, then took off again.  
 
    The shadowy giants were relentless in their attacks. They felt no pain and clearly didn’t consider collateral damage as they hit each other again and again, almost to their own detriment. They didn’t seem intelligent. They were reactive, cared little for each other, and honestly acted like a bunch of overgrown ants, creatures that were merely following the directives of something much greater than them. 
 
    And Alastair knew for a fact that there was something greater than them because Damon felt its presence. There was a creature at the end of the long and spacious cavern, a creature that was unlike anything else in the cave. They knew little of it, save for the fact that it was powerful and small. They had to be wary of it. 
 
    But Alastair figured they’d cross that bridge when they got to it. For now, they had other things to deal with—large, brutish, lumbering things with no discernable shape or form, just black masses of eyes, jagged maws, and tendrils. Looking at the monsters for too long resulted in staggeringly painful headaches, even if their forms could hardly be seen.  
 
    The white flame in Alastair’s left hand flickered every now and then, its light dimming with every step they took. It was worrying, but he wasn’t too concerned about losing the light. It wouldn’t be fatal—just inconvenient. Navigating in total darkness wasn’t too hard, considering his map still worked and the monsters that lumbered around them were shown in the form of red blotches, complete with writhing tendrils. 
 
    Damon spun in mid-air, swirling the Black Dragon’s Spear in a wide, horizontal arc, slicing apart two massive, trunk-like tendrils. Alastair’s first and greatest creation cut through them easily enough. No blood was drawn from the severed tendrils, only inky, black fluid that hissed as it met the air. Damon landed on his feet, perfectly balanced, then pivoted to the left. He leaned back, narrowly avoiding a tendril. He leapt back, joining Alastair’s side. 
 
    Damon scowled. The lumbering monsters slowly moved toward them. They were hideous to behold and there was an almost fishy, briny smell to them, like a fish market in the early morning.  
 
    “Now might be a good time to test the new bombs you made,” Damon said. 
 
    Alastair nodded. They both reached into their pouches, taking a single Sonic Bomb each. Alastair had purposely set his back against a nearby wall; this way, he wouldn’t have to worry about surprise tree-trunk tendrils surging in from behind him. He lacked Damon’s speed, strength, and durability, after all and had to make do with a mostly human body that still obeyed the physical rules that most mortal creatures adhered to, save for the fact that he could grow new limbs and organs if given enough time. Still, if he was hit hard enough, his body would shatter and break, like everyone else’s. And if his head was sliced off from his neck, he’d die like everyone else. 
 
    “You throw left,” Alastair said. “I’ll throw mine to the right. I hope they work, because this is going to become a very sticky situation if—” 
 
    A thin tendril darted forward and impaled him through his chest, faster than his eyes could follow, faster than even Damon’s enhanced senses could perceive. A combination of shock and battle lust made it so that Alastair could not feel any pain, but he knew that it ruptured both his lungs, broke and shattered his sternum, and might have shredded his heart.  
 
    Alastair slumped forward as blood streamed out of his nose and mouth, eyes and ears. He couldn’t breathe, and his heart wasn’t pumping as it should be. He would have scowled if he could.  
 
    But Alastair still had enough strength in his right arm to throw the Sonic Bomb, even if it wasn’t much of a throw. 
 
    A wet squelch followed as Damon cut down the offending tendril. Alastair fell to his knees, bleeding profusely from his chest.  
 
    Damon turned and tossed his Sonic Bomb to the left. It landed in the middle of a congregation of the black, shapeless giants. 
 
    “Oh right, you probably can’t speak right now.” Damon grabbed Alastair and hoisted him over his left shoulder. Blood gushed out from everywhere, staining both of their clothes scarlet. Damon shook his head. “This is the second time you have had your damn lungs blown out, man.” 
 
    His heart and lungs were already reknitting themselves, while the pieces of his sternum that’d been scattered all across the flesh of his chest were slowly coming back into place. He still couldn’t talk just yet with all the blood that was gushing out of his throat. So, he settled for a simple, “Mhm…”   
 
    The two Sonic Bombs detonated a moment later, a pair of silent white flashes that illuminated a large portion of the cavern, revealing the slimy, grotesque figures of the monsters that dwelled within.  
 
    They were horrible and terrible to behold, wounds upon reality, creatures that should not and could not exist. Around their hideous, bulbous forms were massive gaping maws filled with jagged, dagger-like teeth.  
 
    And then, the actual sonic bomb exploded—an explosion of pure force, magic, and sound, powerful enough to liquefy the internal organs of human beings should they be exposed to it. The sound the bomb produced was something between a thunderous boom and a shrill scream. 
 
    But for both Fated men, it was muted and distant, not quite the destructive explosion that would have been heard by someone else. But its effects were undeniable. It deafened them all the same. The ground shook as though struck by a sudden and powerful earthquake. Tiny, spider web-like cracks appeared on the floor, spreading out from the sources of the explosions. The black, monstrous masses shuddered, undulating, and writhing, like shaking balls of the deepest black pools. Great bells tolled in the deep, mighty, rumbling pulses that caused the caverns to shake. 
 
    Alastair’s hearing returned first. 
 
    The creatures made no noise, no scream, no roar. Not one of them released so much as a faint whisper. And yet those closest to the explosion began disintegrating, the great trunks of tendrils and gaping maws that made up their dark bulk slowly melted off in silent screams of pain, hundreds of bloodshot eyes gazing wildly at everything and anything. The creatures, larger than hills and barns as they were, broke apart, many of them outright turning into puddles of deep black. 
 
    It worked! Hells, it might have worked a little too well, since just two bombs were killing the massive monsters in droves. 
 
    Damon stumbled to his knees, bleeding from his ears. “Damn, I didn’t think we’d be affected as well.” 
 
    Alastair nodded, but he couldn’t speak. His lungs had not regrown just yet and the hole in his chest still hadn’t closed. Even so, the bombs performed well enough and now there was opening for them to make a run for it while the lumbering behemoths writhed in pain and agony. Instead of speaking, Alastair settled for bonking Damon on the head and pointing toward the far end of the cavern. The message was simple enough, and Damon understood immediately, breaking off into a powerful sprint with Alastair in his arms. He must have activated one of his physical augmentation skills as the world blurred. 
 
    This lasted for a grand total of two seconds—until Damon ran right into a wall. 
 
    They were surrounded by an all-consuming darkness. The white flame in Alastair’s hand was now just about bright enough to illuminate nothing more than his hand. And that meant Damon was practically blind.  
 
    Damon chuckled, quickly lifting himself and Alastair up. He leapt away as one of the lumbering creatures closed in on them. “Right, I can’t see anything. Any ideas?” 
 
    Ideas? Well, Alastair had plenty, but most of them probably wouldn’t work in such an oppressive darkness. Not to mention the fact that it would only take an accidental nick from another tendril to shred his organs again. Relying on sight was out, because even the divine luminance of the White Flames of Shazdrak didn’t do much in these depths. Alastair was certain that they would eventually reach a place where the white flame would simply disappear. The fire itself would still be there, but its light wouldn’t extend anywhere. 
 
    Sound seemed to travel well enough in this place as proven by the Sonic Bombs earlier. The gargantuan creatures made no noise, which meant all the sounds would come from them and only them. Their system map would be of great help in revealing the rest of the way just as soon as they found a way for Damon to safely navigate without stumbling into another wall or, in the worst possible scenario, into one of the massive monsters that lumbered in the darkness. 
 
    Sound would do the trick. These great monsters moved around here using sound, as did the mutants. People could use sound to navigate too. Some Hunters had lost their eyes in hunts for great beasts and would then be trained to navigate in deep woods using only their ears. Those Hunters, as Alastair’s great-great-grandfather had written, would selectively make noise and listen for an echo.  
 
    Damon had no such training, but his senses were sharp enough that he might just be able to brute force his way through it without any training. 
 
    It would have to do. 
 
    Alastair gasped and breathed in. The hole in his chest was closed, but his lungs were still a bit shredded. A cautious attempt revealed the fact that he could talk now, just with extreme difficulty and shortness of breath.  
 
    “Close your eyes and start making noise. Something sharp, simple, and repetitive…” Alastair said. “Try to figure out where the sounds are bouncing back from and use that to navigate.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Like how you can hear if you’re in a big room, or if you’re in a crowded hall. These beasts use sound to move around—so we should be able to do that too. And with your enhanced senses…” 
 
    Damon was silent.  
 
    “Just try it,” Alastair said, “before something big steps on us and turns us into a pancake. It shouldn’t be too hard.” 
 
    It was supposed to be near-impossible to do without years of training, but miracles happened all the time and Damon was quite a good deal luckier than most people.  
 
    “Fine,” Damon grumbled, closing his eyes.  
 
    Alastair slowed his breathing as much as he could and steadied his heart to ensure no other sound would reach Damon’s untrained ears. It hurt, but pain was an old friend. His regeneration made it so that he could ignore most things that were probably deadly to normal people, such as forcing his heart to beat slower and having such short breaths. 
 
    “Bah!” Damon shouted. “Bah! Bah! Bah!” He paused. “Alastair, I don’t—” 
 
    “Try something with a higher pitch,” Alastair suggested. He made a sharp click with his teeth. “Like that.” 
 
    After a moment, short clicks came from Damon’s lips. They didn’t move—not yet. Alastair wasn’t sure if it was working, but Damon remained still and continued making clicks with his mouth.  
 
    Click. 
 
    Click. 
 
    Click. 
 
    And then, Damon turned to the right. 
 
    Click. 
 
    Click. 
 
    Click. 
 
    He walked forward, turned, and just barely avoided a tendril that lashed out.  
 
    Damon kept walking forward, making odd turns as he went but still continuing, slowly filling out their map and avoiding all the lumbering, shapeless behemoths. They were terrifying, Alastair would admit as much. Any one of them possessed the power to end him if they wanted to. If the tendril that’d lanced through his sternum earlier had been any higher, if it pierced through his neck and severed his head, he would be dead. They even had the power to kill Damon. 
 
    But, Alastair had come to realize, these creatures merely reacted to them. They weren’t particularly aggressive. In fact, he wasn’t even sure if they were actually attacking. It was much the same way as how fishes supposedly bit people, but their bites were simple acts of curiosity. It was probably the same for these strange abominations. Because, if they really wanted to kill them, both he and Damon would be very dead. 
 
    And yet, they were still alive. The massive, brutish things were content to just let them be as long as they didn’t make too much noise. Indeed, even the ones that suffered the effects of the Sonic Bombs didn’t appear to be chasing after them as most monsters would have done. They were actually quite docile. 
 
    In hindsight, that was exactly what they were. The creatures reacted to loud noises and reached out to the sources, using their massive tendrils, which both he and Damon interpreted as attacks, since those massive things were certainly large enough to harm them upon contact regardless of intent. Could they simply have walked through the place without fighting at all? Seeing Damon breeze through the cavern, eyes closed and making constant clicking noises made Alastair think that they probably could have simply walked through without fighting. Then again, in their situation, deep in some subterranean sanctum, far from civilization, surrounded by monsters and mutants, it was far easier to attack first and think later when there were no immediate threats. 
 
    Click. 
 
    Click. 
 
    Click. 
 
    On and on Damon’s clicking went. Alastair wasn’t sure just how much time had passed, but it had been a while. 
 
    They reached the end of the cavern, the whole place now shown in their maps as not quite the linear route they had figured it was. The massive creatures did not chase after them. These monsters were content to linger in the darkness that devoured the light.  
 
    At the edge of the cavern, the White Flame of Shazdrak grew brighter once more. Alastair slid off Damon’s shoulder and peered back into the shadows. There was something at work in this dark place, some magic that did not bend to the powers of the divine, an ancient force that had remained asleep for eons. 
 
    He closed his eyes and reached out, feeling the nascent energies that lingered in this place. Alastair didn’t recognize it. It was… alien. He knew the scent and the feeling of divinity. He knew the burning wrath that was the force of the dragons, and the dark auras of Gorgorod and Drokmor that corrupted all they touched. He knew the forces that mages wielded, the faint, cinnamon-like smell of magic.  
 
    This was something else entirely. The smell that came from the creatures, the scent of the energies that lingered and slept in the darkness, was alien.  
 
    And, at the very bottom of these tunnels, in a deep darkness that devoured all light, was something that was both alive and dead, an ancient being that had slumbered for eons and eons, waiting to be awakened.  
 
    And then, Alastair saw it, a city underneath the waves, with twisted and spiraling structures. It was connected to this place by means that was neither physical nor magic, but something more. 
 
    He shook his head and found blood oozing from his nose. Just what in the bloody hells did we stumble into? 
 
    In a way, the energies here—nascent, sleeping, dreaming—were worse than Gorgorod’s taint. 
 
    “Damon,” Alastair began. “When we get out of here, I’m going to make sure this place is buried. No mortal after us can find this place, not ever.” 
 
    When he turned, Damon was also bleeding from his nose.  
 
    The Fated Hunter nodded grimly. “I know.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Your home is very far away, Midlanders. It has been centuries since I’ve last had the pleasure of being visited by your kind.”  
 
    It spoke to them telepathically, like a distant, reverberating echo. Alastair heard the voices of a hundred children, speaking as one, a ghastly, bone-chilling chorus that made him falter in his steps.  
 
    Damon, on the other hand, heard the voices of his family, his father and mother, the lost and departed, speaking as one. It disturbed them greatly, but they pushed on, regardless.  
 
    “Welcome to my home, Midlanders, or… what remains of it, at least. Please, make your way to me. I will ensure your safety through the catacombs.” 
 
    The voices in their heads had an almost melancholic tone, like a lonely old woman, who lived alone in a hut far from civilization. And they felt what the voice must be feeling too—a great loneliness, combined with the boredom of eons. It was almost overwhelming. But the feeling soon subsided as they made their way through the shadows. They weren’t too sure what to make of it, but their curiosity urged them on, regardless. 
 
    After walking out of the monstrosity-filled cavern, Alastair and Damon found themselves in what could only be described as the ruins of some ancient civilization. The place had clearly been built by someone. They found stairways and statuettes etched with symbols and characters that neither recognized. They walked through massive doorways and discovered abandoned libraries with books so inconceivably ancient that a single touch rendered them down to dust. They found artifacts as well, but none of them were fit for plundering as they had all suffered the end of the long decay of time, with most of them already breaking apart. They did, however, find several piles of gleaming treasures, uncut gems and jewels of great purity and quality. 
 
    Almost on pure instinct, everything that could be taken and had some value to it was immediately sent into their inventories to be sorted out later on. 
 
    On the walls, they saw art and sculptures of great men and women in strange clothes, bearing equally strange weapons and armaments. The figures stood upon the precipice of large, towering structures that seemed to reach the heavens, eerily similar to the pyramids of Senekt, but they were different from the one Alastair had seen in his vision and the one depicted in a portrait in Cthonia’s palace. The designs were similar, but upon a closer inspection, there were a few subtle differences: the overall structure, the number of faces upon the walls, and the flattened top where strange ships sat. 
 
    Alastair shook his head. He was overthinking things again. This was the ruin of an incomprehensibly ancient culture, likely dating back to the days before the gods made themselves known to the mortal races. Attempting to understand these ruins with nothing but etchings on the wall was just folly. 
 
    “Hey Damon,” Alastair began. They moved through an empty corridor of black stone. The air was cold and somehow fresh, having the smell of morning dew, wet grass, and moist soil. It was strange, considering how deep underground they were, but far stranger things had already happened. “How many Pollentias do you have? I haven’t checked mine for a while.” 
 
    Alastair checked his status almost immediately after, before Damon could answer. 
 
      
 
    Name: Alastair 
 
    Fate: Crafter (lvl 6, Costs 6,000 Pollentias to Upgrade) 
 
    Pollentias: 55,630 
 
      
 
    His eyes widened. Where’d he get so many? Then again, Alastair mused, he hadn’t really been keeping track of his Pollentias after defeating Memnon. Still, that left him with a sizable amount to spend on his skills and his levels. He could just dump a bunch of it into his Fate level and hope for a new and awesome passive ability to pop up, like his Hydra’s Kiss, which was probably the only reason he was still alive at the moment. Another passive ability would be immensely useful, considering how dangerous the monsters were becoming. 
 
    After gaining three more levels in his Fate, then he would have to take a look at his current skills and figure out which ones need to be given upgrades. 
 
    “I have… Holy hells! I have 60,900 Pollentias!” Damon exclaimed, wringing Alastair out of his brief stupor. He blinked once and grinned. Damon turned to him and smiled. “We’re gonna be spending a long time, just talking about upgrades, when this is all over. Sheesh, I had no idea I’d been stockpiling the stuff this whole time.” 
 
    Alastair nodded. Once they reached safety, somewhere away from this place and its strange monsters, he would be taking a good, long look at his status and planning out his upgrades. He could not be hasty with all this, no matter how tempting it was to just dump a bunch of Pollentias into a single skill or ability. He had to be careful and that took quite a bit of planning.  
 
    “What about you? How many Pollentias do you have, right now?” Damon asked. 
 
    Alastair shrugged. “I have just over 55,000. Don’t ask how I have so many of them, because I don’t know.” 
 
    “Huh, I guess we both stopped keeping track of it after killing Memnon.” 
 
    Alastair paused for a moment. Memnon was the turning point for both of them, the crossroad of their lives, so to speak. They had set out from Larisa to become adventurers, taking on odd jobs, hunting down monsters, cleansing a few caves here and there of goblin infestations. This changed when they met a lost boy, running for weeks on end, malnourished and thirsty. The boy had led them to the ruins of his village, where Alastair and Damon witnessed, firsthand, the cruelty of man.  
 
    And there, their lives changed as they killed humans for the first time. And Alastair found relief afterward. There was only death and despair, darkness in their hearts as they slew the horrid monsters, responsible for enslaving, butchering, defiling, and mutilating the population of several villages. The marauders brutalized hundreds, maybe even thousands, of good, honest folk, who simply wanted to live their lives in peace and quiet. And Alastair and Damon killed them by the thousands, reduced their little war band to a few handful that was then hounded and savaged by the Folk of Zork. Alastair regretted none of it. And he would have killed those monsters again and again. They deserved death a thousand times over, and they deserved to suffer a thousand times more. 
 
    Did he enjoy killing them? Not exactly. At the time, all Alastair felt was rage. 
 
    Memnon’s death, on the other hand, had brought a strange catharsis, something akin to bliss and peace. The man was a tyrant, a murderer, a lunatic, and a monster. His death was deserved and, well, he had it coming for underestimating them.  
 
    Evil had to be rooted out and destroyed wherever it may be found. It could not be allowed to exist in the world, in his world. Evil could not be allowed to endure, when good men had the power to oppose it. 
 
    Memnon changed everything for them. If they hadn’t met that boy, everything might have gone differently for them. They might not be in this place at all. They might still be in Maredon, enjoying life with Cthonia, playing nice with the nobility, and rising through the ranks of the Guild. They would have likely stayed in the manor, living in luxury. Although Alastair still would have had to protect Cthonia to the best of his ability, which meant they would eventually have to fight Memnon at some point, but then neither he nor Damon would have had the rage or the inclination to kill him. At most, Alastair would have crippled the mage, before dragging him to Cthonia’s feet. Or maybe he would have killed the man, regardless. The worm was certainly asking to be killed. 
 
    Memnon’s death was partly why Alastair wanted to escape the confines of the Middle Kingdom. After going through all that, Alastair needed to see something else and be somewhere else, somewhere far away. 
 
    “I guess not,” Alastair muttered finally. He shook his head. “We should keep moving. This place is giving me the creeps. I don’t want to linger.” 
 
    Damon nodded, and they moved onward. 
 
    There wasn’t much walking to be had, however, as they stopped abruptly in front of a massive pair of ornate doors that radiated power. They were huge, like great pillars, reaching more than twenty feet in height and ten feet across, split evenly down the middle. At their center, the seam broke off into a skeletal face that lacked a lower jaw, encircled by brass-colored ribbons. It had been etched with glowing runes and decorated with dark jewels. Within the skull’s sockets, a pair of purple gems shone with an unnatural light. 
 
    Macabre sculptures and etchings were on the left door, entangled over one another in a gruesome, yet beautiful, scene. They held, in their hands, the same strange weapons they had seen in the previous hallways, weapons that almost resembled crossbows in how they were held, but lacking the mechanism that made the weapon actually function.  
 
    The other door had a very similar image. But instead of skeletons, Alastair found depictions of people, nude, in much the same positions as the bone-men right next to them, tangled in each other in some kind of battle.  
 
    Bordering the doors was a continuous plate of brass-like metal, studded with purple gems, each one the size of a fist, that were neatly placed around the gigantic doors. 
 
    “What exactly are we looking at?” Damon muttered, eyeing the obstacle before them. Almost absently and probably by reflex at that point, he willed forth the Black Dragon’s Spear and slashed at the doors. A shimmering, colorless field stopped his weapon before it could even get close to reaching the surface of the black stone. Damon recoiled, blinked, and sent the Black Dragon’s Spear into his inventory. “Strange, that usually works.” 
 
    Alastair shrugged. “We’re dealing with something that probably predates the Fated. I doubt this will fall under the ‘usual’ things that happen to us.” 
 
    “Eh, fair enough. What do you suggest?” 
 
    “Wait,” Alastair said. The shimmering colorless field had disappeared when Damon pulled his weapon back, which meant it was probably still there, just lacking the distortions that gave it an actual appearance, like earlier. 
 
    Curious, Alastair reached toward the door and found his hand could not move any further than about five inches away from the surface of the stone, held back by an unseen defensive shield of some kind. Memnon employed something like this when Alastair threw pebbles at his face and annoyed the mage enough to put up a shield.  
 
    Alastair’s eyes narrowed. “Interesting…” 
 
    Appraise! 
 
      
 
    [Mur’ab Al Dur, The Gate of Death (Spatial Distortion)] 
 
    Quality: Rare 
 
    Durability: 100,000/100,000 (99,998) 
 
    Value: N/A 
 
    Forged by the ancient humans, who first arrived on this world in the hopes of building a new colony for their great empire, this door was designed to hold back a tide of monstrosities, whose sole existence is to devour all life. It has not degraded or withered since its creation and remains strong enough to keep the Eldritch Beasts at bay. However, it has since outlasted its function as the creatures it was designed to hold back have long since escaped their prison through other means, leaving behind their less-evolved kin in perpetual darkness. 
 
      
 
    Alastair blinked, then rubbed his eyes. He understood almost nothing about the artifact’s description. Sure, it was easy enough to actually read, but without any context, none of the words made any sense. What was that about some human empire? He shrugged. The worst part was that it didn’t reveal anything about how they were supposed to get the door to open. 
 
    “Anything?” Damon asked.  
 
    “I got nothing,” Alastair said. “My Appraise didn’t reveal anything useful, other than some strange backstory about why this thing was apparently built.”  
 
    Alastair raised his left hand high into the air and willing the White Flames of Shazdrak to burn brighter, illuminating much of the hallway they were in. Old benches and strange, box-shaped things were scattered about the place, alongside ancient cabinets and bookcases.  
 
    Alastair glanced over his shoulder and eyed Damon. “Hey, we should probably look around for clues. There might be something here that can help us open that door. If not, then maybe we can try brute force and hope it works. The shimmering shield thing appears to have a limit to how much damage it can mitigate. If you bash your head against it for a whole week, something might just happen.” 
 
    “Hey, my head is not nearly as hard as people think it is,” Damon muttered. He walked off toward one of the cabinets and looked around. 
 
    Alastair chuckled. “Tell me if you see anything interesting. It doesn’t matter what it is, just as long as it looks out of place.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll tell you if I see anything that isn’t dust or cobwebs.” 
 
    Alastair shook his head and turned toward one of the bookshelves. He wasn’t sure what he was looking for if he was being honest. And, based on the description he received about the Gate of Death, it wasn’t something that would have a key just lying around somewhere. He glanced around and found, as Damon said, dust and cobwebs that had been undisturbed for eons. 
 
    There were things that seemed to resemble books, but—like the ones they had found in the apparent library—they turned to dust at a simple touch. Alastair scowled, pulling his hand back. If that gate did have a key, it probably wouldn’t disintegrate the moment he touched it. He leaned back and turned toward a central structure, a cube-shaped thing that stood at the very center of the place, surrounded by similarly shaped things. It was probably important, since it was at the center, right? 
 
    He had no idea, but he approached it anyway. Up close, Alastair could only narrow his eyes as he attempted to understand what was before him. He reached out and ran his fingers across its surface, causing a layer of dust to stick to them. Well, it definitely wasn’t made of stone. He tapped it several times and found it might have been hollow to a certain degree. At the very least, Alastair was reasonably certain that it had a few hollow bits and other things within it, which meant it housed something inside. But seeing as there was no real way to open it and it definitely wasn’t shaped like a chest, it was safe to assume that what was inside was probably meant to stay inside. 
 
    “Alright, just what am I looking at?” Alastair muttered to himself, scratching the back of his head. Shrugging, he activated his trusty skill.  
 
    Appraise! 
 
      
 
    [Control Panel] 
 
    Quality: Common 
 
    Durability: 90/1,000 
 
    Value: N/A 
 
    A control panel, connected to all the functions of the Sanctum Sanctorum, enabling absolute control. It is no longer functional, without a power source. 
 
      
 
    Alastair sighed. The information he received amounted to nothing. He turned to Damon, leaning away from the strange box. “Hey, did you find anything?” 
 
    “Nothing.” Damon shrugged. “I don’t even know what I’m looking for.” 
 
    “Let’s go with Plan B. Neither of us know what we’re looking for, and I’m honestly not sure if this door even has a key. We’re breaking it down.” 
 
    Damon grinned. “Finally.” 
 
    “I would highly advise against that, Midlanders,” the voice boomed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Attack that door, and you forfeit your lives,” the voice boomed again. Where there had once been loneliness and boredom, Alastair now detected a different feeling: fear.  
 
    Alastair paused and turned to Damon, who had already summoned the Black Dragon’s Spear and looked just about ready to try and smash down the great doors before them.  
 
    Alastair’s head spun and his thoughts scattered as the voice dissipated.  
 
    Damon turned to face him, an eyebrow raised. 
 
    Alastair raised a hand and gestured for Damon to stop. Damon did just that. 
 
    “You heard it, too?” Damon asked.  
 
    Alastair nodded swiftly, eyes narrowed. Beings that could speak directly into one’s head were not to be trifled with. And the fact that they were stuck so deep below the surface didn’t help. If it came down to a fight against a powerful foe, then they would be at a disadvantage. 
 
    “Calm down, Midlander, I have no wish to harm you,” the voice said. “Do not search for enemies where there are none.” The voice tried to be soothing, but all it achieved was to put them both on-edge.  
 
    Damon stiffened, and his eyes darted left and right, searching for the source of the voice to no avail. Absently, Alastair glanced around for anything he might have missed, other doorways and passages that might have blended in with the rest of the fixtures, beneath a cover of dust and grime. 
 
    He found nothing. 
 
    Alastair scowled. He wasn’t in the mood for little mind games and mysteries. All he wanted was to find a way out and back to the surface, where—hopefully—he might find green fields and fertile valleys. Where are you hiding? he wondered. 
 
    “Come out!” Alastair demanded. “I’m not in the mood for games and riddles!” 
 
    “You will not find what you seek, Alastair, Fated Crafter,” the voice said. “Heed my voice and come to me. I will show you the way. But do not approach that door.” 
 
    Alastair froze, glancing up. Damon had detected a final, living creature that dwelled even deeper than the eldritch things they faced in the darkness. They were yet to encounter it, and it stood to reason that whatever was talking in their heads might be what Damon detected. Alastair groaned and hurled a punch forward. The colorless field that surrounded the massive doors stopped his fist.  
 
    “Who are you and what do you want?” Alastair asked. “And why exactly shouldn’t we force open this door?” 
 
    “What in the bloody hells do you want from us?!” Damon screamed into the air, similarly angered by the voice. 
 
    “I’m here…” the voice trailed off. And, just as Alastair was about to explode in a tirade of rants, a stream of bluish lights came from crevices in the walls. It was magic. It had to be magic. Alastair saw neither wood nor fire. He didn’t see a glowing crystal, either, but the magical forces weren’t exactly obedient to any law. A great example was the White Flame that still hovered above his left hand, acting quite far-off from how flames were supposed to actually behave.  
 
    “Follow the light,” the voice said. 
 
    Alastair eyed the glowing lights for a moment. They emitted a constant, dull hum. They illuminated the large chamber they were in and revealed it was far larger than Alastair thought it was—even Damon appeared visibly surprised by this, eyes and mouth widening ever so slightly.  
 
    “Woah…” Damon said. “How does that even work?” 
 
    Alastair blinked and shrugged. “I don’t know, but I’d like to find out.” 
 
    “Look.” Damon pointed at the stream of light on the wall. “There’s a pulse, starting from that end there and traveling… somewhere. Should we follow it?” 
 
    Alastair didn’t see any pulse, which meant only Damon’s enhanced eyes could. He nodded. “Well, there isn’t anything else for us to do here, unless you want to try banging your head against the door? No? Alright, let’s follow the light and see where it leads us.” 
 
    Damon chuckled and turned rightward, away from the door in front of them. “You know, this chamber looked a lot smaller when we first came in.” 
 
    “Yeah, I noticed that, too. I think there were plenty of places the White Flame couldn’t illuminate for one reason or another and that led to us not seeing anything there and assuming it was just another wall or something.” 
 
    Case in point: the path they were walking on, following the bluish light on the wall, wasn’t there before. Well, it probably was there, but the light of the white flame gave no such indication as to its presence, even when Alastair was reasonably certain it had illuminated much of the chamber. Were there illusory powers at play? Probably. The White Flame of Shazdrak wasn’t exactly a tool that revealed the truth. It burned the guilty and spared the innocent, but it couldn’t expel illusions or force liars to tell the truth. So there was definitely some form of illusory magic at work in this place. There was no other way to explain it. The lights probably came from some sort of alteration magic.  
 
    But I don’t sense any magic around us, Alastair thought. Not a shred of it. 
 
    There was, however, some form of energy in this place. He felt traces of it in the air, making his hairs stand as though he stood at the onset of a great storm, where lightning and thunder raced through the darkened skies and great winds blew in, toppling trees and hovels. Once, some five or so years ago, a storm blew into Larisa from the west. The surrounding mountains saved them from the brunt of it, but they suffered, nonetheless—battering winds, lightning strikes, and flying debris. Alastair had felt his skin crawl when the sky flashed blue and white again and again. 
 
    He felt the same thing as he walked on. Except, there was no lightning, no thunder, no storm—nothing. But Alastair definitely felt something in the air, an energy of some kind that made his skin tingle. He glanced around for any sort of clue, a shimmer here and there, a jolt of energy in the air, a chaotic kaleidoscope of colors where there were corners—but he found nothing. What was it? What was the source of all this? He knew there was something powering the lights, buried deep within this place, but Alastair couldn’t tell what it was. 
 
    He shook his head. “I’m just hoping we can find a way out of here, without me having to dig tunnels back up to the surface.” 
 
    Damon sighed. “Yeah… I’m getting sick of this place. I’d like to see some sunlight again, some grass, a few mountains in the distance, and maybe feel the wind against my face—not this stale cave air I keep breathing. It smells like old people in here.” 
 
    Alastair chuckled and breathed in, frowning as he did. As Damon had mentioned, there was an almost stale quality to the air he breathed. Alastair wasn’t sure what it was, but it was a strange scent, considering where they were. Behind the musty smell, however, was an undercurrent of earth, dew, and grass that they had smelled before. It was stronger now—as though whatever field of wet grass they perceived was merely a few feet away. A stray, but wholly necessary thought flickered across Alastair’s mind: was the smell just another illusion? 
 
    He shook his head. Oh, it better be hells-damned real, or Damon and I are going to redecorate this stupid place! 
 
    “Can you still feel it?” Alastair absently asked. They were nearing the end of the light and, true enough, there seemed to be some kind of doorway where it ended, small and inconspicuous. He surely would have missed it if he wasn’t looking for it, especially given this area had once been shrouded in shadows. “The lone figure you mentioned… the one that waited at the very end of the cave system. Is it still there?” 
 
    Damon nodded. “Yeah, I can feel it. I can feel it coming from everywhere. I can’t pin down its location. But I know it’s close enough that I can smell it.” 
 
    Alastair raised a single brow. “What do you smell?” 
 
    “A human—I think…” Damon seemed unsure. He shook his head. “At least, it smells vaguely human. It’s a girl.” 
 
    Alastair’s eyes narrowed. “And how exactly can you tell if it’s a girl or not?” 
 
    “I-ugh… um… I…” They stared at each other for a moment—a long and awkward moment—until Damon turned away and cleared his throat. “A-Anyway! The voice that speaks in our heads from time to time definitely sounds kind of feminine, right? So, I think it’s safe to say that it’s definitely a she.” 
 
    “Answer the question, Damon.” 
 
    “Oh, look, there’s a door over there! Let’s check it out.” 
 
    “Damon, answer the question—” 
 
    Damon walked off. 
 
    “Hey,” Alastair said, walking after him. “I’m still talking to you. How can you tell people’s genders by smell? Hey, look at me when I’m talking to you.” 
 
    “Woah, this is a very interesting door.” 
 
    “We’ll get back to this later,” Alastair said and eyed the door in front of them. It was well made, he’d admit as much, like a custom work by Old Man Kaelos. “Well, I agree. It is a very interesting door. Whoever built this place definitely had a thing for doors. It’s quite… uh… stylish.” 
 
    It was much smaller than the one they’d encountered and subsequently tried to open much earlier. The designs etched upon it, however, had greater detail, almost overwhelmingly so, almost as though it was carved by a master craftsman whose intent was to create a magnum opus in the form of an entryway. Alastair wasn’t sure how to feel about that, but he had to admit it was beautiful. Still, the skull motif remained, a veritable sea of skeletons, wrapped over one another, clutching weapons as they kicked and scratched in an orgy of violence. Blood-red rubies shimmered in their eyes, and heart-shaped emeralds filled their rib cages. The edges were lined with glimmering blue diamonds, intricately carved to resemble tiny, screaming skulls. At the very center of the door was the carving of a strange, humanoid figure, donned in an equally strange form of armor that seemed to cover its whole body. It carried an otherworldly weapon in its hands, looking quite similar to the wingless crossbows they had seen upon the walls in the earlier rooms. 
 
    “Those weapons no longer exist, as far as I’m aware,” the voice said, an edge of something close to nostalgia in its—her—tone. “Once, long ago, longer than you can possibly imagine, in an age of knowledge and domination, humanity used those weapons to conquer the stars, forging an empire that spanned thousands of worlds. That empire has since been reduced to a handful of kingdoms in this world.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Alastair raised an eyebrow. “The gods carved humanity from the rock and the soil and gave us life and freedom, before they came down from the heavens to guide us in the Golden Age.” 
 
    “It saddens me to hear my people have devolved so far from what we were.” The voice was audibly disappointed. “Be that as it may, the time of which I speak has long since come and gone. I believe it no longer matters as much as I wish it does, given humanity’s history in this world.” 
 
    “I don’t want to argue with a voice in my head.” 
 
    The things he’d heard thus far were interesting, something about humanity being far older than what old legends and myths would have had him believe. It wasn’t as though Alastair cared about superstition, but then what else was there? He would have loved to travel back in time to witness the ancients, but, well, he couldn’t.  
 
    Alastair shook his head. “What lies beyond the door?” 
 
    He wasn’t about to wait for an answer, however, as his eyes narrowed.  
 
    Appraise! 
 
      
 
    [Guraz Nal’Adar Draki, the Door of Darkness and Death (Unpowered)] 
 
    Quality: Rare 
 
    Durability: 100,000/100,000 (0) 
 
    Value: N/A 
 
    This door was created to protect the ultimate protector of humanity’s final bastion of knowledge. Unfortunately, a series of unfortunate events ensured the door would ultimately prevent said protector from protecting what they were meant to protect—the last of humanity’s paragons of virtue and wisdom, the Golden Men. What lies beyond is a living relic of an age beyond ages, beyond time, beyond reason, beyond history. 
 
      
 
    Alastair blinked once and suppressed an awed look from taking over his face. 
 
    “I was tasked with defending the Golden Men from corruption,” the voice explained, “but the door malfunctioned and locked me inside. The monsters you passed by when you came here are what remains of them, once the greatest of humanity’s champions.” Sadness, anger, and loneliness tinted its voice as it spoke. “I have lingered here for ages, watching as my people devolved, becoming primitive barbarians, who were forced to rediscover how to make fire.” 
 
    Damon stepped forward and laid the edge of the Black Dragon’s Spear on the surface of the ornate door. He breathed in once, eyes narrowed and eyebrows furrowed. “Do you wish to be free of this place?” 
 
    Alastair took a step forward as well and laid his hand on the door. The black stone that made up its bulk was cold and dry, like rough leather that had been exposed to the cold of winter for a fortnight. He pulled his hand back and frowned. He turned to Damon and nodded. Damon nodded back “We’re going to free you. No one deserves to be stuck here for eternity.” 
 
    “That’s very kind of you—I’d love to be free of this place, but, as much as I’d like that, I cannot,” the voice said. “The air would kill me, alongside all sorts of things in the air that would also probably kill me. I might have beaten back age, but I can still die if something wants to kill me. But my freedom is unimportant. No, I brought you two here for another reason.” 
 
    “But—” 
 
    “I have lived for too long. It is the curse of immortality, I’m afraid. When the time is right, I will kill myself.” 
 
    A dreadful cold settled over Alastair’s stomach. This wasn’t right. People shouldn’t have to suffer like this. His hands balled into fists. Breathing out, Alastair lashed at the door and hurled a powerful punch that cracked his wrist and knuckles. He barely registered the pain. This was not right.  
 
    “Don’t,” Alastair said. “There’s a whole world out there. Come with us. We’re explorers and adventurers. You don’t have to stay here and die. I refuse to believe that is your fate.”   
 
    The voice chuckled, but there was neither mirth nor happiness. Alastair heard only resignation and loneliness. “You don’t even know me… or my story. You don’t know why or how I ended up as the failed protector of the Golden Men. You don’t know anything about me and yet you decide that I should not be here? You are a kind child, Alastair. Never change.” 
 
    “But enough about that,” the voice continued. “This facility is failing. The wards and shields that are keeping the abominations and monsters at bay are failing. At the center of this place lies the flickering core that was once powerful enough to give light to a million cities. Now, it is not even a shadow of its former self. In a few centuries, the core will die and the things that were locked away will escape into your world. This cannot be allowed to happen. Your people are not advanced enough to face the other horrors that are locked away in this place. Those who have escaped have already become the rulers of your world, but those who remain will become its destroyers. The only way to prevent this is to terminate this facility entirely.” 
 
    “Wait,” Alastair said. “Other horrors? You’re saying some have already escaped and now rule us? Are you talking about our kings?”  
 
    “Not your kings. You know them as the gods you worship. And they have acted and acted, convincing themselves of their own delusions. Those things are not gods. They never were. They’re spawns of darkness, horrors from the stars. The ones that remain, however, are mindless beasts. Do you remember what happened the last time one of your little gods went on a rampage?” 
 
    Alastair nodded. The Second Cataclysm was still regarded as one of the greatest catastrophes to have ever befallen the world. In fact, it probably was the worst thing to have ever happened. The First Cataclysm was little more than a revolution of mages that forced the gods to actively intervene, lest the world cracked apart with the wild magics and untamed forces that were unleashed by the first mages. 
 
    “We will help you,” Damon said. “But we’re also going to break this door down afterward. After that, you can choose if you want to live or die.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I can tell,” Damon said softly. A sad smile graced his lips as he laid a gentle hand on the surface of the door.  
 
    Alastair raised an eyebrow but stayed quiet. What was Damon talking about? And so, he waited and listened.  
 
    “I can tell that you were lying about the air killing you… The truth is that you want to stay here so that you’ll die when the facility is destroyed, right?” 
 
    Alastair blinked and sighed. He added, “You want to perish with all that remains of your people—is that it?” 
 
    The voice remained quiet.  
 
    Alastair continued, “But then, your death would mean the end of everything you have known and loved. If you chose to live, your people could live on through you. You would be the last of your kind, yes, but it doesn’t have to be that way. Knowledge and wisdom can be passed on for the betterment of all. Your death would be pointless.” 
 
    Damon gave him a look. Alastair shrugged.  
 
    Damon sighed. “We’ll come back for you after we’ve dealt with the core you spoke of.” 
 
    A long silence followed, before the voice finally spoke again. 
 
    “My name is Ishtar…” she said, finally giving them an actual name. “I will guide you both to the core and guide you in its destruction. After that… we’ll see. In any case, the exit is close to the center of this place. You can only reach it by traveling near the core. It will lead you back to the surface.” 
 
    If the center of this facility is far enough away from here, then we might not have a choice but to leave her here, Alastair thought. Then again, Damon can run faster than I can blink, so it might not be impossible—just inconvenient.  
 
    Alastair laid a hand on Damon’s shoulder, turning away from the door. New, bluish lights emerged from the walls, illuminating the darkness around them, all the while letting out a low, continuous hum. 
 
    “Follow the light. It will guide you to the core,” Ishtar said. 
 
    “How far away is it from here?” Alastair asked as they walked forward into a hallway that he could have sworn wasn’t there before the lights came on. This place was truly strange. He glanced around, idly searching for anything to momentarily occupy his attention, seeing as it would likely be a long walk to the core. But he found nothing.    
 
    “Approximately half a mile away,” Ishtar said. When she spoke again, there was a hint of nostalgia and longing in her tone. “There used to be several gates within the facility that allowed instant access, but the core’s slow failure has caused quite a number of other things to fail. Now, more than half of the facility has been closed off. All that lies before you is the other half.” 
 
    “So what were your people like?” Damon asked. 
 
    Alastair found he was curious about that as well, given how much Ishtar had spoken of her people. Given what little information he could actually glean, it seemed as though her culture predated all others, even the ancient mortals who built the first cities. She even spoke of conquering the stars, though Alastair wasn’t sure how that worked since stars were made of fire. Their weapons were interesting as well. How did they even function? Their design gave the impression that they were used from range, but how were those things supposed to launch projectiles without a torsion system in place? 
 
    His crossbow, despite its immensely powerful enchantment, would not work without a way to launch its ammunition. Another example would be bows: one could have the most masterfully crafted bow in the world and it wouldn’t work without the string. The one instrument of war that technically did not need a launching system was a sling, but then that was mostly because the sling, in itself, was the launching system. Was it the same for their strange weapons? Eh, maybe. The only way he would ever know was if he actually saw one and used Appraise on it. 
 
    He turned to Damon. “Huh, good question. I would also like to hear about your people, Ishtar.” 
 
    “We weren’t a monolithic people,” Ishtar began. “The empire spanned millions of worlds, and was composed of millions of cultures and ethnicities. I belonged to the Atlan people. We were warrior-scholars. We spread out across a hundred worlds and were feared all across the Imperium. Whenever wars arose and quick and decisive solutions were necessary, our people were called the Atlan Blade-Mages.” 
 
    “Magic was common in your empire?” Alastair asked.  
 
    Mages were relatively uncommon in the Middle Kingdom, but were common enough to have been well documented. Hells, there were quite a few mage universities that catered to their education and training. He’d heard of Spholos the Red, who was probably the only mage to have come from Larisa. The man was said to have become an Archmage at some point in his life, before returning to Larisa to have children of his own. Unfortunately, no other mages popped up in their little village after him. In fact, for all their knowledge in the magical arts, spells, and rituals, even the mages themselves weren’t quite certain as to how or why they existed. It just so happened that, once in a while, a child was born and their infantile cries caused their house to explode or, in the case of Maelys the Sorcerer Prince, brought a whole castle to ruin. 
 
    “Indeed,” Ishtar said, “nearly every man, woman, and child was capable of manipulating the Prime Forces. Those who couldn’t were exceedingly rare. Mages were a common sight. In every city I visited, I would see a child toying with tongues of fire or producing ice from their hands. Prime Academies were dotted across the empire, places where children could learn to harness and control their abilities. Often, they became mages and served in the Imperial Navy. Others became great artists and craftsmen.” 
 
    Try as he might, Alastair couldn’t fathom an empire that spanned multiple worlds. Hells, it was even harder to accept the fact that there were other worlds, besides this one, millions of them, in fact, scattered across the stars. If that was the case, what happened to the millions of cultures, dotted across millions of worlds? Why hadn’t they visited yet? And why hadn’t that great empire of humanity returned to this world for Ishtar and her people? 
 
    “What happened?” Alastair asked. 
 
    Ishtar scoffed in their heads, a sound that was halfway between anger, smug arrogance, and regret. “Well, we found this damned planet, just another world in the fringes of the empire, just another world to colonize and call our own… tsk… just another world. The downfall started here… when the empire discovered them.” 
 
    A part of the wall lit up brighter than all the others, revealing etchings and sculptures of things that emerged from the ground. They were utterly massive, dwarfing mountains, abominable masses of tendrils, horns, eyes, mouths, and arms. Some had vaguely humanoid shapes, spindly things with long, winding arms, misshapen torsos, and bulbous heads. Others, however, maintained more grotesque forms, alien and nameless shapes that hurt to look at. They waged war with massive flying ships that sailed the skies and the stars, belching great lances of fire that carved furrows into the ground, leaving molten valleys in their wake. In response, the grotesque monsters unleashed strange and otherworldly powers, summoning forth stars, folding space and time, and unleashing great bolts of energy. 
 
    “They won the first skirmishes and, disturbed by our empire’s attempts to colonize the planet, set out to the stars and waged war against us,” Ishtar continued. “We discovered that the creatures fed on magic and were attracted to concentrations of mages. The various Prime Universities near the outer fringes fell first, and their students were devoured.” 
 
    Her voice was pained as she continued, “They became smaller and more humanoid each time they fed and, by the height of the war, it was near-impossible to tell them apart from actual humans. They gained sentience, too, though only some of them did. The intelligent ones, I believe, tried parlaying for a peaceful resolution. But by then it was too late for that. The empire had already lost almost all its resources, all its worlds. Our plans were for the continued survival of humanity, not the survival of the empire or its ideals.” 
 
    Alastair nodded, already having connected the dots in his head. “You tried to trap them here, on the planet where you found them, alongside whatever survivors you could scrounge up. And it worked for a while, until it didn’t, because they did escape after a while and started calling themselves gods. Did I get that part right? I just have a single question about that, though: why put the horrors and the survivors in the same world together? That sounds foolish.” 
 
    “Your summary is correct, but you failed to see the bigger picture,” Ishtar said. “It’s not that foolish when you consider the fact that this world was all that was left of the empire. Everything else had been destroyed or devoured. We were desperate. Truth be told, the fact that there are surviving humans at all in this world is already a victory in itself, even if said survivors ended up worshiping the very things that caused their downfall.” 
 
    “So the gods are… monsters?” Damon asked, shaking his head. “That doesn’t make sense. If they wanted us dead, why are we still here? I’m not very good at history, but I’m reasonably certain that a large part of the world was occupied by humans at one point.” 
 
    Alastair nodded. “True. If the gods truly are monsters—and some of them certainly are monstrous—why are we still here? Why haven’t they finished off what remained of your empire when they escaped their prisons? It would have been logical for them to do so—no offense.” 
 
    “I do not know, to be honest,” Ishtar said. “When they broke out of their cage and emerged into the world, I panicked. I believed that would have been the end. Instead, they masqueraded as gods and guided the primitive humans, alongside the other races, to form a civilization that closely matched the Empire, albeit lacking its technology. But I cannot pretend to know what goes on in their heads. I don’t know why they linger in this world, masquerading as gods and protectors. I don’t know why they’ve started giving themselves names and virtues, roles, realms, and all sorts of things that belong in mythical pantheons. I was a warrior and a philosopher, chosen for my strength in arms and magic. I know very little about the horrors, save for the fact that their behavior now is… erratic.” 
 
    The implications weren’t lost to Alastair, but quite a number of things failed to make even the slightest amount of sense. Although her tale did help to explain the strangeness of this place, how alien it seemed, and the eons it must have endured. And then there was that little debacle with how the dragons fit into all of this. He shook his head.  
 
    I’ll make sense of this eventually, Alastair thought. 
 
    “How close are we to the core anyway?” Alastair asked. It was hard to tell just where they were, due to the monotonous, linear hallway. The lights ended abruptly, and Alastair had a distinct feeling that taking a few more steps forward would end with him walking right into a wall. “Damon—” 
 
    “Huh?” Damon said. 
 
    “We’re already here,” Ishtar said. Damon continued walking forward and subsequently crashed into a wall. 
 
    Ishtar actually chuckled at that. “Be careful, Damon. The walls here are tougher than your skull.” 
 
    Alastair scoffed. “Impossible. There’s nothing thicker than Damon’s skull. A close, second contender is his skin.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m right here.” Damon groaned, rubbing his forehead. 
 
    A loud hiss came from the shadowy wall in front of them, puffs of smoke and dust arising from the ground, accompanied by a weak and brief quake. The bluish lights on the wall flickered for a moment, then traveled toward the section in front of them, illuminating the previously darkened section of wall—which was revealed to not be a wall at all, but a large door, similarly decorated with skulls and macabre skeletons. Alastair hardly got a good look at it as the whole slab of dark metal hissed once more, then slid away to the sides, disappearing entirely into the walls as though they became one with the stone. 
 
    Alastair wasn’t quite sure how it worked or why. 
 
    What lay beyond the newly opened doorway was even more perplexing. For one, it wasn’t darkened or covered in shadows, which meant almost nothing was hidden from view. From where he stood, Alastair saw enough to be suitably confused once more. But it didn’t deter him.  
 
    He turned to Damon. “Let’s get this over with. The sooner we’re done here, the sooner we can return to the surface and see some grass.” 
 
    “What about Ishtar?” Damon asked as they stepped forth into the large chamber, filled with all sorts of strange machines and contraptions that boggled the mind in both design and purpose.  
 
    “We can only open the door for her,” Alastair said. “She’s the one who must decide to walk through.” 
 
    The core itself was impossible to miss. The glowing thing was probably the size of a castle, a great ball of what appeared to be liquid fire. It was contained in an equally massive ball of glass and around it was a series of black tubes that slowly siphoned the flames from the core itself. The tubes were then similarly connected to an array of alien machines that divided the liquid fire into smaller orbs that were then fed into much smaller tubes that ran the breadth of the wall, leading somewhere. 
 
    Atop the massive, burning ball of liquid fire was a circular machine that emitted a constant stream of blue energies that fed into a similarly circular object at the topmost portion of the glass container. Every so often, Alastair noted, the blue energy would flicker and its stream would weaken ever so slightly. Was this what Ishtar was talking about?  
 
    “Alright, Ishtar, what are we supposed to be doing and how do we do it?” Alastair asked. 
 
    “There should be a big box-like object in front of you. Do you see it? It should be close to the actual core,” Ishtar answered. True enough, there really was a big box object in front of them. He had no idea what it was, but it seemed very similar to the other box object near the Gate of Death in the earlier rooms. If that was the case, then it was likely some sort of control mechanism. 
 
    “I see it,” Alastair said.  
 
    “Walk toward it. Don’t be afraid—it’s mostly useless, but the shutdown function should still be available, since it’s strictly mechanical in nature.” 
 
    Alastair turned to Damon and nodded. It was a life of adventure, indeed. This whole situation was nothing if not adventurous, delving into the unknown and the forgotten. 
 
    They walked forward, confidence gracing their every step, right up until they reached the giant box and paused in front of it. Damon gave it a single glance before apparently giving up at trying to understand just what it was.  
 
    Damon turned to Alastair. “Alright, do we just smash this thing or…?” 
 
    “Is that how you differentiate things, Damon?” Alastair said. “Is everything just smash or pass for you, hmm?” 
 
    “I mean, if you put it like that, then yes?” 
 
    Alastair gave his friend a blank stare. “Alright, Ishtar, what are we supposed to do with this thing?” 
 
    It was about the size of a boulder. Still, there appeared to be a podium right in front of it, just large enough for a person to interact with. Atop it was a series of tiny squares of similar sizes. Alastair approached it and decided he was done trying to understand the things in this place.  
 
    “You’re standing in front of the console station,” Ishtar said. “Don’t worry about it, since it doesn’t work anyway. Look underneath it. You should see a red knob. There are two of those and they must be pulled to their opposite directions at the same time, which is very fortunate that the two of you came as you did. A single person would not be able to pull this off.” 
 
    Damon was the first to glance down. “Yep, I see them. This seems easy enough. We just have to pull them, right?” 
 
    Alastair raised an eyebrow. “Is that all we have to do?” 
 
    “I’ve prepared all the systems of self-destruct, even before you reached the core,” Ishtar explained. “All you have to do now is pull those things and this place goes up in flames.” 
 
    Damon grabbed one of the knobs, but Alastair stopped him. 
 
    “Wait,” Alastair said. “How much time will we have before everything explodes?”   
 
    “Not a lot,” Ishtar said. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “How much time are we talking about, exactly?” Alastair asked. “Because ten seconds and one minute belong in the same category of ‘not a lot’ and I definitely have too much to live for to be blown up in some forgotten sanctum deep underground. And my friend here also has a bunch of kids he hasn’t met yet.” 
 
    “Hey, I’m very careful when I’m doing the deed, unlike you,” Damon said. “How sure are you that you haven’t gotten the princess pregnant?” 
 
    Alastair coughed and shook his head. “Anyway, how much time do we have before the whole place goes under, Ishtar?” 
 
    Ishtar chuckled. “You’ll have ten minutes before the core destabilizes and bursts out of the protective chamber. The exit is close enough that a sufficiently fit human should be able to outrun the explosion. Beyond that, there is a very high chance that the resulting explosion will cause the whole facility to crumble.” 
 
    Alastair absently glanced over his shoulder and eyed the exit corridor that wouldn’t take more than fifteen steps to reach if he was trying. Damon would probably reach the surface within ten seconds if he activated enough of his abilities.  
 
    “I figure you’re fast enough to get yourself out of here easily enough,” Alastair said to Damon, “but can you bring Ishtar too?” 
 
    “That’s not going to be a problem. I can run faster than you can. When we pull these things, I can run back there and grab Ishtar before making my way back here and toward the exit. I can make it. Hells, I can probably get out of here before you can.” 
 
    Alastair nodded. “I don’t like it, but it should work—just make sure you do it quickly. But if you have to choose between yourself and her… choose yourself, alright? I’m not about to go on an adventure of a lifetime without my favorite idiot, alright?” 
 
    “Alright.” Damon smiled, but that smile quickly fell.  
 
    Alastair smiled, huffed, and shook his head. He turned and grabbed the red knob, nodding at Damon who grabbed the opposite one.  
 
    “We’ll pull on three, okay?” Alastair said. 
 
    “Right.” Damon nodded. 
 
    “One,” Alastair said. 
 
    “Two,” Damon added. 
 
    And together, they said, “Three!”  
 
    They pulled and, almost immediately, the ground shook beneath them. Alastair leapt back and shuddered as the gargantuan, circular mass of liquid fire stirred, like still-water that was suddenly disturbed. Ripples ran across its fiery form. Embers and gouts of lashing flames surged out of it, licking and brushing against the glass container. The stream of blue energies from above stopped and dissipated. And the constant hum in the air, that he’d grown accustomed to, stopped with it. A pregnant pause followed as all sound was seemingly drained from the world. 
 
    “It’s done,” Ishtar said. “The core is destabilizing. You have ten minutes to escape before this facility is wiped from existence along with the monsters sealed in it.” The resignation in Ishtar’s voice was almost palatable and so was the relief that came with it. “It’s finally done…” 
 
    Alastair glanced at the exit. He turned to Damon and nodded. There was no stopping Damon. He clearly didn’t want Ishtar to die, and Alastair felt the same: if they could save someone from dying a needless death, they would do it.  
 
    “Hurry back, Damon,” Alastair said. “I’ll wait for you up there. Don’t keep me waiting.” 
 
    Damon smirked, a light glow suddenly appearing over his form, signifying the active use of his physical enhancing abilities. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll make it back.” 
 
    Alastair nodded and whirled. He rushed toward the exit. It was an old hallway that was covered in dust and smelled like mold and mud. The air was stale and stank of mildew, and much of the ground was covered in moss. The floor was also slanted, so running forward meant moving at an elevated angle, which made sense. It also made it utterly exhausting, but only up to a point. His legs burned and ached, but then they would get fixed by his regeneration, only for the same thing to happen again a few moments later.  
 
    He glanced up and smiled faintly at the one thing that was keeping him moving: a light at the end of the long hallway that was more akin to a tunnel now. 
 
    Sunlight. 
 
    Actual sunlight meant the world outside this one was not consumed by Gorgorod’s corruption or covered in ashes and dust. The presence of sunlight also meant the presence of life, the presence of greenery and the critters that lived in them.  
 
    Alastair pushed himself forward even as the floor shook and the air behind him grew hotter with every passing second. The walls around him sizzled and hissed like the surface of hot frying pans, and he’d only just noticed that his boots were on fire. 
 
    Eyes widening, Alastair bolted forward faster than he’d ever done before. He pushed himself as hard as he could, even when the bones of his legs cracked. He kept going, running as fast as his feet could carry him. Alastair roared all the while, pumping out all the fury and rage he had left in him as it strengthened his strides and ironed his will to see the world once more, blue and green and verdant.  
 
    He had to escape. He had to live. 
 
    “Come on!”  
 
    He wasn’t too far now. The light was barely twenty feet away, and he was closing in on it with every passing second. His hair began smoking—then tiny embers broke out, fluttering off from his hair. The air around him was already many times hotter than the Vainur’s realm underneath Mount Morthog, and the temperature was only steadily rising.  
 
    A massive explosion rocked the world.  
 
    Alastair yelled and leapt forward as powerfully as he could, breaking both his legs in the process. 
 
    Careening out, Alastair just barely avoided the massive plume of fire that came through the exit mere seconds after him, hissing and burning as it went. His skin sizzled from the proximity, but most of the fireball streamed up into the sky and dissipated entirely.  
 
    But he was still close enough that quite a lot of his skin just fell off, hissing like fried bacon on a hot skillet. The heat turned his fingers and toes black, and burned off all his hair.  
 
    All went black, but soon, there came the light of day again as his body fixed itself as it always did.  
 
    Alastair smiled at the sounds all around him, the rushing air, the dancing grasses, the distant caws and squawks of birds… Sounds he had not heard for a while. He wasn’t sure just how much time they had spent in the Plains of Gorgorod and the Blasted Lands, and he was even less sure of the time they had spent in the underground cave system. Then again, Alastair figured it hardly mattered. All that mattered now was that he was outside once more, breathing the fresh, cool air and feeling the dirt and the grass at his back. 
 
    Letting out a long and heavy sigh, he deflated. His fingers returned, sinew and bone having already regrown and reformed. The same was true for his toes and the patches of skin all across his form that had burned and fallen off. He would also need a change of clothes He’d held onto Blaze and Bile because Cthonia gave it to him, but various circumstances had seen to the enchanted gear’s destruction. Now, it barely registered as actual clothing, since most of it was hanging on by threads. His pants were in a similar state of disarray. Though not quite as ravaged as Blaze and Bile, they still needed to be replaced soon. It’s a good thing I’m a Crafter then. 
 
    He had enough spare parts from monsters and random ingredients to make new equipment for Damon and himself. Though, replicating the heat-resistant properties of their previous armor would be impossible, given the materials he had on-hand.  
 
    Hmm, parts from the Nighstalker could be Crafted alongside Mithril to make highly defensive armor parts, Alastair thought. Mithril is especially light and would go well with almost anything. Now that I think about it, I still have a few things I haven’t touched yet, like Memnon’s staff… I wonder what it does. 
 
    Deciding he’d leave that up for future Alastair to deal with, Alastair sighed and deflated. Even if his body was up and ready to start another life-threatening adventure through ancient depths and brave dark horrors, his mind was not. He was tired. More accurately, his mind was tired, and he wasn’t sure if mere sleep would do anything to cure him. And, to be honest, he didn’t want to sleep now. He had crossed the threshold! By the gods, he was probably the first person from the Middle Kingdom to have walked beyond the Plains of Gorgorod and the Blasted Lands in centuries! No one back home was going to believe this. Hells, Alastair himself was still having a hard time believing it. 
 
    He couldn’t sleep now! There was a whole world out there to explore and every second he spent with his eyes closed could be another second he could spend exploring. 
 
    Alastair’s eyes snapped open, and his ears perked up at the sound of footsteps that approached from the left. He smiled. He did not turn to look. Instead, Alastair fixed his eyes to the clouds that fluttered overhead. It had been a while since he had seen those. At least, it felt like a while. Gauging the flow of time was particularly hard when one couldn’t even tell if it was night or day. 
 
    “So, you changed your mind?” Alastair said. 
 
    “Your friend was very convincing,” Ishtar said. Her real voice was much softer in person. A faint sort of amusement tinged her words. But there was anger behind it, barely there, barely visible, but it was there. “Weren’t you, Damon?” 
 
    “Uhm… I guess?” 
 
    Alastair sighed and shook his head. “Damon, what did you do?” 
 
    “I… ugh…” 
 
    “I wasn’t given a choice on the matter,” Ishtar said. “He barged into my personal chambers, lugged me over his shoulder, and ran out.” She sounded equally annoyed and amused, but the anger was still there.  
 
     “Did you two escape before me?” Alastair asked. 
 
    “We both got out at the same time,” Damon replied. “I saw your ass on fire for a while and I would have had a jolly-good time just watching if the explosion hadn’t sent me into the bloody sky.” He sighed, and his voice softened. “I also had the grand idea of using myself as a shield to make sure Ishtar wasn’t burned.” 
 
    “And that’s the only reason why I haven’t killed you for taking me against my will.” Ishtar grinned. Alastair couldn’t tell if she were joking or not.  
 
    Something flickered in his mind’s eye, a brief glimpse at the powers that swirled within the ancient woman. It was nearly blinding. She was powerful—almost too powerful, actually. The last time he felt such raw power was when the black dragon and the scarlet dragon showed up to warn them of their fates.  
 
    “And now I’m stuck here on the surface with you lot.” Ishtar turned to Damon. “You better take responsibility.” 
 
    Alastair chuckled. “You make it sound like he got you pregnant.” 
 
    Ishtar laughed. “Yeah, but I meant just that. He forced me out of my little home and now he has to take responsibility.” 
 
    Damon groaned. “Fine… I was just trying to save you. I didn’t want you to suffer in there. You were lonely—I heard it in your voice. And you were hurting. I couldn’t just leave you alone, even if you wanted to be alone. You were in there for who knows how long, without human contact.” 
 
    Did he have some kind of emotion sensing ability? Alastair was rather certain he did not, but then again, between the two of them, Damon was better at talking to people and connecting with them on an emotional level. He had once talked down a suicidal vagabond from jumping into a rapid. Maybe, this simply wasn’t an actual ability. Maybe, this was just Damon, just him and his ability to empathize with others in an almost supernatural way. 
 
    “Whatever,” Ishtar said. “You’re still taking responsibility.” 
 
    Alastair chuckled and finally forced himself up. His muscles and bones groaned at the effort, but he got himself up regardless. It was painful, but not overly so. His ribs creaked, and his spine cracked. 
 
    The first things he noted was the green of the grass and the faint yellowish soil underneath it. And then, he saw the eternal blue sky and the clouds, and the great mountains that loomed in the far distance, faint and wispy, like hazy outlines in an old painting. Beyond that lay steppes, like a great emerald sea that stretched on endlessly; there were a few hills that arose, but the rest of the landscape were plains beyond measure. 
 
    It was beautiful, a masterpiece upon the world. 
 
    And then his eyes landed on Damon and Ishtar. “Sheesh, you both look terrible.” 
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    “So, where do we go from here?” Alastair asked. 
 
    Alastair looked to his immediate right. There wasn’t much to see, save for sparse grasslands. In the very distance, however, the blackened clouds and vermillion hues of the Blasted Lands loomed, like a great shadow upon the land. This far away, the specter of noxious corruption and poison was far clearer: a haze of black and red that veiled the vile lands. It was amazing they ever got as far as they did, considering their lungs were just about ready to melt off by the time they actually did reach the Blasted Lands. So they definitely weren’t going to be walking to the right, at least. 
 
    Alastair looked to the left and found the exact opposite, evergreen steppes and endless plains as far as the eye could see, and hazy mountains in the distance. Judging from the lack of humidity in the air and the sparseness of the ground, there probably wasn’t going to be any water source for the next few hundred miles or so. Still, that was better than breathing in poisonous air. Besides, if they ever got thirsty, all Alastair had to do was use Earthshaper to tunnel deep enough until they found water. 
 
    Then again, north and south were available directions. They’d be trailing the edge of the Blasted Lands, but they wouldn’t be breathing in any of the weird stuff in the air if they kept a safe distance. Alastair looked to the north and saw almost nothing but harsh steppes, and an expanse of flatlands that stretched on endlessly across a clear blue sky. It was beautiful in its emptiness, like a sparse canvas with minimalist colors. He pictured the wild horses that might have run across such expanses, grazing and galloping to their heart’s content. He breathed in the dry air and smiled. Was this what freedom smelled like? 
 
    The south was similar to the north in that it was mostly an endless expanse of steppes, save for the faint smell of brine that came through, which meant that if they walked long enough in a single direction they’d end up on a beach. Huh, that was a nice thought; Alastair had never seen the ocean. A lot of merchants and travelers often spoke about it, but he’d never actually been. His mother once mentioned having sailed through the seas in a fishing vessel in her youth, before she met his father and settled in Larisa. Would it be as beautiful as the stories made it out to be? 
 
    Then again, he wasn’t sure about what was supposed to be exciting about a watery expanse. He’d seen a lake and the only real difference would have been the saltiness of the water, right? Still, a childish part of him longed to see the ocean and bathe in its waters. 
 
    But where would they be going now? They were free to choose, weren’t they? The constraints of the Charred Mountains were no longer there to stop them from truly exploring the vastness of the world. This was the truest form of exploration and adventure, without walls, without boundaries—freedom. 
 
    Alastair smiled and turned to Damon. “Do you remember what the dragons told us?” 
 
    Damon shook his head. “Not really, no. I was more focused on the fact that there were actual dragons just hovering a few feet above us for me to care about what they were talking about. But, I do remember one of them mentioning something about… erm ogres—whatever those are.” 
 
    “Well, the dragons pretty much confirmed one thing before we walked through the Charred Mountains: there was life here, thriving life and civilizations that we know nothing about,” Alastair said, glancing at Ishtar who sat on the grass and was eyeing the sky. “And what do all civilizations have in common?” 
 
    “Cities?” Damon guessed. 
 
    “Yes, but not quite,” Alastair said. “I’m talking about coastal settlements! If we head south and find the coastline and follow it further east, we’re bound to run into a fishing hamlet of some sort at some point. From there, we can just ask them about the lay of the land and see if there’re any large cities or settlements we can go to.”  
 
    “Awesome! You always have a plan for everything, man.” 
 
    “Thanks, I know.” 
 
    At that point, Ishtar groaned loudly and pushed herself up. “Your plan has many flaws and I do not have the patience to point out every single one. I will, however, point out the fact that you’re not taking account of the possibility of there being a language barrier. How sure are you that—in the event that you can even find another group of people—you’ll be capable of communicating with them at all?” 
 
    Alastair opened his mouth for a reply, but closed it just as quickly, because he did not actually have one. His eyebrows furrowed. “Right, I did not think of that one, but then it’s pointless to think about, because we can’t do anything about it, either way. If we speak the same language, great. If we don’t, then we’ll just have to find some way to communicate with them, regardless, even if I have to resort to grunts and mumbles and odd gestures.” 
 
    “You are persistent, I’ll give you that,” Ishtar said, shaking her head. “You two are such hillbillies. It’s crazy how you’re both still alive with only one brain cell to share between the two of you.” 
 
    “Do you have any better ideas, then?” Alastair huffed and crossed his arms over his chest. “It’s not like I can just wave my hand and cast a language spell, like a dumb mage. I’m a Crafter—I make things. And that oaf is a Hunter—he kills things. Neither of us are good at linguistics, I’ll tell you that much.” 
 
    Ishtar closed her eyes and breathed in. She raised a hand and pointed toward Damon. “Surprisingly, you have some potential for magic, but it’s weak. And it hasn’t manifested in any meaningful way that would allow you to cast spells. Perhaps, if you’d been trained as a child, but, eh, that time’s behind us. Such a waste. You could have been strong—strong enough to be a Justicar if you trained hard enough.” 
 
    Damon shrugged. “I don’t know what a Justicar is… but thanks?” 
 
    Ishtar rolled her eyes and pointed at Alastair. “And you… well, your potential for magic is nonexistent, you’re right. You won’t be casting language spells any time soon, but I’m here and I can help with that if it actually becomes a problem.” 
 
    Alastair raised an eyebrow. Ishtar was crazy powerful, but she was hiding her true potential for some reason, so it was probably best to just play along with whatever she was playing at. His regeneration wouldn’t do him any good if a powerful mage turned him to dust. “Right, you mentioned that you were a mage. What can you do? From what I know, mages have specialties.” 
 
    Ishtar chuckled. “While that is true for most, I am not bound by such limitations. I will help you both until you reach the first sign of an actual settlement. After that, I’ll be off on my own.” 
 
    She turned to Damon. “That does not, however, mean you’re off the hook, little man.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Damon replied. 
 
    “Wow, she’s already got you whipped, huh?” Alastair said. “Just what is it with you and dark-haired ladies? Do all your kids have black hair?” 
 
    “Shut up, Alastair,” Damon shot back. “Cthonia could wrap a chain around your neck, tell you to bark and you’d probably do it.”  
 
    Ishtar turned as red as a tomato, then turned away and coughed into her hand. 
 
    “Ahem, a-anyway,” she said, ears tinged crimson. “We should head south, yeah? That’s where the sea is.” 
 
    Alastair raised an eyebrow, but thought nothing of it. If he could smell the brininess of the sea, then Damon definitely could, and Ishtar probably could.  
 
    Damon nodded, his eyes turning south as he breathed in deep and frowned. “The sea is over there, alright, but there’s something else, too. It was faint, but I know the smell of human blood.” 
 
    Ishtar did not seem interested in the slightest.  
 
    Alastair’s eyes narrowed. “That’s both bad and good news, I suppose. The good news is that it confirms the presence of humans in this part of the world, which isn’t much of a surprise, but hey. The bad news is that there’s probably a dead or wounded person that way, yeah?”   
 
    Damon nodded.  
 
    Alastair shrugged. Well, the smell of blood pretty much sealed the deal for them. Where there were humans, there were bound to be settlements. And Damon was too much of a bleeding heart to turn away a person who was potentially in need of help. He’d made his decision. “We’ll go south, then make our way to the coastline and travel east from there. We should also try to find the source of the scent, Damon.” 
 
    “Before that, however,” Alastair crouched low and sifted through the materials in his inventory, “we’re gonna need new clothes. Mine are torn to shreds and yours are just barely held together by the dried blood that’s stuck to them.” 
 
    He turned to Ishtar. Her clothes were pristine, made of some alien material and weaved in an equally otherworldly style. The dark gray material hugged her body tightly, which left little to the imagination as to her physical shape. She was tall, almost as tall as Damon, long, shapely legs, and broad, but slender shoulders; she was fit, too, incredibly so, though that did little to detract from the curves that seemed to flow across her form. Her hair was cut short in an almost masculine way, sides uniformly shaved clean like the hairs of the legionnaires who marched at the king’s behest. Golden crests and emblems hung across the leftward portion of her sizable chest. 
 
    She was beautiful—only slightly less so than Cthonia. 
 
    In hindsight, Damon has really good taste in women, but Ishtar was probably way out of his league. 
 
    What she did not have, however, was a suitable weapon. 
 
    “Well,” Alastair said, “you don’t need new clothes, but would you like to have a weapon? You might be immortal, but I think even you wouldn’t want to be cut down again and again. And, with Damon and I, we’re almost assuredly bound to run into a pack of monsters, a giant beast, or a gang of bandits, or all three at once.” 
 
    Ishtar shrugged. She was neither apprehensive nor frightened. Her eyes glimmered with the eons she must have seen and the horrors of a war that far outstripped anything Alastair’s ever seen. “What weapons do you have available?” she asked. “I know how to fight with almost anything, but I’d prefer a staff or something with a long reach. I’ve never really enjoyed close-quarters combat, unlike my… brethren.” 
 
    The dry sadness and longing in her voice and tone did not go unnoticed. But Alastair wasn’t sure if pursuing that line of thought would get them anywhere. It sounded like something to be talked about over a campfire in the open air when everyone was feeling like sharing the things that burdened their hearts. So, he ignored it for now, but made a point to raise it when the chance presented itself. 
 
    “A staff?” Alastair turned to Damon, an eyebrow raised. Alastair shrugged and turned back to Ishtar. “Before we walked out of the Middle Kingdom, Damon and I killed this dickhead mage, Memnon, and took his stuff. I still have his bonehead staff if you’d like it. It’s probably the only staff we have on-hand, though I still have enough mithril to make another if it doesn’t suit you.” 
 
    She shrugged. “Show it to me.” 
 
    Now that he thought about it, he’d never really taken a good, long look at Memnon’s staff. With an absent thought, Alastair took the artifact out of his inventory. It appeared in his hand. The feel of smooth, hard wood felt good in his grasp. It looked the same as when he’d first seen it. Its shaft was carved intricately and smoothly, and etched with swirling patterns of flames and mountains. Jagged bits of obsidian shimmered with a dark glow near the base and the top, each one giving off a faint, magical aura that gave off the stench of something dark, like acrid wood and burning oil. The bleached skull of a large ram rested atop the staff, its thick horns curving back and coiling into itself then spreading outward. Twin rubies filled its eye sockets, flames flickering within the deep red. 
 
    Alastair raised an eyebrow. It was strange that he could send this into his inventory at all. But then again, a staff wasn’t a weapon in itself, right? Most of them were more akin to tools or ingredients that enhanced a mage’s ability to do magic. But, then again, the same thing could be said for every other weapon. They were all tools by technicality, the same way a hammer was just as capable of killing as it was of building. Swords, spears, bows, and daggers, and all sorts of weapons had other uses aside from killing, maiming, and hurting. They were, like the hammer, just as capable of creation as they were of destruction. 
 
    He shook his head. After all this time, he still wasn’t absolutely certain as to what his inventory happened to consider an ingredient, a tool, and a weapon. 
 
    Appraise! 
 
      
 
    [Dread Staff of Dark Fire (Enhancer)] 
 
    Quality: Unique 
 
    Durability: 34,678/50,000 
 
    Value: 100,000 
 
    This item greatly enhances its user’s control and output in the use of fire-based or darkness-based spells. Created by the Umbral Mages of Tarandis University of Magic, this staff was meant to be wielded by a true master of magic. Memnon’s touch has corrupted the staff with dark energies. This weapon cannot be wielded by non-mages. 
 
      
 
    Alastair blinked. He turned to Ishtar and handed the staff to her. He didn’t have a use for the weapon as he wasn’t a mage. “This is Memnon’s staff,” he said. “I hope it is to your liking.” 
 
    Ishtar grabbed the staff and eyed it for a long moment. She shook her head with a sigh. “It is primitive, like a mage child’s school project, but it’ll do.” Her eyes turned to him, however, and narrowed. “I sense their presence in you, Alastair. You’d best be careful. Like a parasitic egg, that which lies within you may grow beyond your ability to control and you may find yourself a slave to their whims.” She paused, a grave look on her face. “Already, I see their fragment growing in power at the core of your being, changing your body, making you stronger, but the cost may be far greater than you could ever know.” 
 
    She scoffed and chuckled, turning to Damon with similarly narrowed eyes. “It’s the same with you. So that’s their plan, it seems—quite ingenious.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Alastair asked. 
 
    “You once referred to yourself as ‘Fated’, yes?” Ishtar asked. 
 
    Alastair turned to Damon. They both shrugged and nodded. Where was the immortal mage going with this? Still, her words reverberated in his mind, ringing warning bells as they did. Possibly knowing the true nature of the gods was one thing. He wasn’t dumb. The system that interacted with him, the core of his ability as a Crafter, was an extension of the god who’d granted him his Fate, Thorondros. He’d realized that a long time ago; he’d realized that, in time, their growth would allow them to reach heights that were beyond anything they’ve ever known. Their potential was virtually limitless, and that was terrifying, because Alastair wasn’t entirely sure if he was still human, if he was still himself. 
 
    So he chose not to think about it at all. 
 
    “We are Fated, yes,” Alastair said simply, gesturing at Damon and himself. Alastair had a distinct feeling as to where this conversation might go, but it might have been better for Damon to hear it from someone else. Besides, what Alastair had was a theory, which amounted to almost nothing; without proof, his little theory wouldn’t amount to anything other than just that, a theory, an idea of what might be. Besides, there was a fairly large chance that what Ishtar was about to say wouldn’t be related to his theory at all, but something else entirely. After all, the immortal woman claimed to know the true nature of the gods in this world, and she claimed to be even older than the oldest kingdom.  
 
    “The empire’s greatest minds never really figured out how the horrors reproduced or where they came from,” Ishtar began. “We knew that we’d awakened them on this world, but that didn’t make sense. They could not have originated from this world, or any world we knew for that matter. That was a cold case, but the question of their ability to reproduce remained.” 
 
    Where is she going with this? Alastair wondered. 
 
    “And then we found a few, barely a handful of people, who, for some reason, carried fragments of the horrors within them.” Her voice and her face darkened, and the look she gave them was heavier for it. Damon gasped faintly. Alastair’s eyes narrowed. He definitely could tell where she was going with this and it was even worse than what he’d assumed. “They seemed normal at first, but then they grew stronger and faster than any human was capable of. They gained strange abilities and skills, and made all sorts of trouble for the Empire. We didn’t understand them at the time, so they were all killed…” She looked down. 
 
    After a moment, Ishtar looked back up. “But now… now I think I do understand.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They journeyed south in stoic silence, not a single word uttered between the three after Ishtar’s revelation. Alastair doubted her words, of course, but he had to consider it keenly for he had reached a similar conclusion not long ago. Damon was quiet, perhaps, for the first time in a very long time, truly considering his place and purpose in the world. Alastair couldn’t be sure. They moved briskly, but limited themselves to the pace set by Ishtar, who, while immortal, couldn’t move any faster than either Alastair or Damon. They stopped on occasion, usually to scout out the landscape or to examine some exotic plant or critter that they happened by. 
 
    At some point, the smell of blood that’d drawn Damon to the south simply teetered away, leading them nowhere. It frustrated Damon, but Alastair had simply suggested they make their way further south regardless. At the very least, they may just find a clue as to the source of the smell of blood. 
 
    The land itself remained the same for miles and miles, sparse plains and steppes as far as the eye could see. It was a rugged place that was surely inhospitable for most creatures, save for the hardiest of fauna that could feed on the grasses that grew readily. Then again, the creatures they did encounter were tiny and harmless, which made sense given the punishing environment. Despite the sun and the yellowish hue that saturated the region, the air was actually rather cold and even frigid at times. It was a welcome reprieve from the humidity of most of the Middle Kingdom. 
 
    Minutes turned to hours and the hours of the day eventually brought forth the darkness of the night. Eventually, they decided to stop and make camp near a natural rock formation that jutted out amidst a perfectly neutral landscape. Like the fingers of a gargantuan hand, five, utterly massive stone monoliths reached upward in a vaguely circular formation. Strange and ancient traces of magic lingered in the area, but the boulders themselves appeared perfectly normal, even under Alastair’s gaze. They made camp at the center of the formation, though no fire was lit. 
 
    “Right,” Alastair said, pushing back the morbid thoughts that’d occupied his mind for the last hours. It didn’t matter, not yet. At the very least, their affliction was something he couldn’t do anything about. So, doing nothing was the only real option if he was being honest. “I suppose it’s time to start making new equipment for the both of us, Damon.” 
 
    Ishtar was fast asleep in their tent, likely exhausted by the long journey. 
 
    Damon nodded, glancing at their tent. He shook his head and forced a smile. Alastair recognized it almost immediately. Damon was more than a little disturbed by what had been revealed to them. He understood as well, because just the thought of it made him feel ill.  
 
    “What materials do you have?” Damon asked. 
 
    Alastair glanced down at the tattered remains of Blaze and Bile, eyes narrowing for a moment. A thought occurred to him. “Maybe we don’t have to discard what we’re wearing now. I have an idea.” 
 
    He didn’t have a lot of useful ingredients to craft incredible artificer armors. The remaining parts of the Primal Goliath, for instance, were subpar at best for what he wanted to create as its bones and skin—the only materials from it that could be turned into armor—were far weaker than mithril. And the Nightstalker’s parts were far from his designs as the creature’s parts would be far more useful in the creation of weapons and accessories, since the monster was not one that relied on brute force but on ambushes and overwhelming surprise attacks. Alastair did still have its core, but he wasn’t sure how best to use it. 
 
    It’d probably be for the best if Damon ate the thing, like he did with the Goliath’s core. 
 
    But, then again, maybe Alastair could devour the core and gain bonuses like Damon did? Eh, it was something to consider. For now, he wasn’t going to touch the object, unless he saw a need to. If I don’t see anything to use it for within the next seven days, I’ll turn the bloody thing into a ring. 
 
    “Are you planning on fixing what we’re already wearing?” Damon asked, gesturing at the dangling remains of Blaze and Bile on Alastair’s torso.  
 
    Appraise barely even recognized Blaze and Bile as an item at that point. The only reason Alastair still wore the bloody thing was because Cthonia had gifted it to him and he was—perhaps—being a little too sentimental about things.  
 
    “Because that sounds really hard to do,” Damon said, “considering yours is… mostly not there anymore.”   
 
    Alastair shook his head. “I won’t be fixing them outright, but I will be using them as  ingredients to build other armors. I’m not sure if it will work, mind you, but it should, since I don’t recall that being a limit to my abilities.” 
 
    “I get it,” Damon said, smiling softly. “You want to use the armors to make more armor, kind of like building a house by renovating what’s already there. I guess that’ll make it easier, huh?” 
 
    Alastair shrugged. It should be easier—in theory, at least—since he wasn’t crafting something from scratch, but crafting over something that already existed, even if said thing was already in tatters, like in his case. Damon was luckier. His armor was still mostly intact, save for a few gashes and tears here and there and the copious amounts of blood that’d dried in the fabric and formed brown crusts that emitted a strong odor that elicited grimaces from both himself and Ishtar, who was kind enough not to point it out—not that Damon wasn’t already aware.  
 
    “I won’t know unless I try,” Alastair said. “Besides, what’s the worst that could happen? It’s just armor.” Alastair shrugged and nodded at Damon. “I’ll start with mine. take yours off and I’ll get to it shortly.”  
 
    Damon nodded, and Alastair put him out of his mind. He needed to focus. With barely any effort on his part, Alastair ripped off the remains of Blaze and Bile, now little more than rags crusted in his own blood. Still, despite that, tiny remnants of magic desperately clung onto the ragged cloth. It was there, but only traces of it remained, likely the last of whatever enchantments were laid upon the armor. 
 
    Right, he was going to have to be very creative with this. 
 
    He could always use more protection against physical attacks, being as squishy as a normal human and all. But he also did not want to wear full-plate armor. The idea of it just didn’t click with him. No, what he wanted was the recreation of what Blaze and Bile looked like, but with overhauled enchantments and new materials making it stronger than it used to be. Though, recreating the previous fire-resistant properties probably wouldn’t be possible, due to a distinct lack of materials that could imitate said properties. Still, the lingering enchantments on the remains of Blaze and Bile should carry over and hopefully grow. If not, well, he’d been burned and set aflame quite a number of times already, so a few hundred more times wouldn’t hurt too much. 
 
    Alastair shook his head. Right, for added protection, mithril would obviously work best, since the stuff’s the only thing I have in my inventory that’s close to being indestructible. Still, it’s metal and likely won’t work too well if forced into the shape of threads with which to create cloth. So I’ll need something else to have the Mithril latch onto… 
 
    “Right.” Alastair took out a bag of powdered mithril, a patch of furred skin from the Nightstalker, a ball of cotton, and a deep-blue sapphire for decorative purposes. His next outfit should be something he can wear out on the field and in private parties, something he wouldn’t have to take off, just because it wouldn’t fit in a table of nobles. It should be protective and yet regal all the same. 
 
    He laid the materials on the ground and placed the remains of Blaze and Bile over them, then closed his eyes and extended his hands over the pile. He pictured the artifice he wanted. Alastair wanted it to look almost the same as Blaze and Bile, but with the sapphire upon his chest to accentuate his look. His ability awakened and reached out, time grinded down to a halt, and three choices were revealed to him, each of them sporting identical looks, just as he wanted them to, but having vastly different enchantments. 
 
      
 
    [Doublet of Force Nullification] 
 
    Quality: Rare 
 
    Durability: 20,000/20,000 
 
    Value: 100,000 
 
    This doublet is capable of nullifying, absorbing and storing whatever kinetic energy is sent to it. The user may then use the stored kinetic energy to enhance their movement, until the energy runs out. The doublet can store a maximum of two tons of kinetic energy. Once the energy stores have reached their maximum capacity, the nullification effect will disappear until the energies are dispersed. 
 
      
 
    His eyebrows arose at the first one. Its combat capacity seemed immense, considering how most of the things that came at him carried some form of kinetic energy. It should help him by quite a bit. Blows that would otherwise crush his bones would simply be nullified. Hells, it had the capacity to make him faster and stronger, though only for brief periods of time. It certainly was interesting and powerful, but Alastair held back on choosing it until after he saw the other options. 
 
      
 
    [Doublet of Shadow Walking] 
 
    Quality: Rare 
 
    Durability: 10,000/10,000 
 
    Value: 100,000 
 
    This doublet has the ability to completely shroud its user from all forms of perception for up to an hour. No one will remember seeing, hearing, smelling, or even bumping into its user once the doublet’s ability is active. The ability fully recharges after two hours, after which it may be used once more. 
 
      
 
    Alastair’s eyes widened at that. It sounded hilariously overpowered for something so utterly simple. Sure, it did not grant him the protection and the defenses he would have preferred, but he wouldn’t need to defend himself if his enemies weren’t even aware of his existence. If they ever needed to infiltrate a heavily guarded fortress of some kind or even kill a monster as it slept, this doublet would be perfect. 
 
    He pictured it in his mind, engaging in a duel against a skilled foe and suddenly disappearing from their perception, only to reappear behind them for a fatal strike. 
 
    It would be glorious. 
 
    The choices arrayed before him weren’t making things any easier. 
 
      
 
    [Doublet of Fire and Flame] 
 
    Quality: Rare 
 
    Durability: 20,000/20,000 
 
    Value: 100,000 
 
    This doublet has the ability to nullify, absorb, and store excess heat. The doublet can store a maximum of 10,000 degrees, before the absorption ceases to function. The user may then release the stored heat in the form of superheated air. 
 
      
 
    It sounded incredibly useful, but also incredibly situational, even more so than the Doublet of Force Nullification and the Doublet of Shadow Walking. It was also the most combative of the three choices, since it essentially allowed him to shoot gusts of superheated air. Then again, did he even need it? The White Flames of Shazdrak and the Necro-Flames were plenty enough if he was being honest. But the doublet’s ability to nullify heat was rather important, if only fairly situational. This option wouldn’t be useful all the time, unlike the other two. 
 
    Right, that’s a lot to consider. Alastair thought. As much as I loathe the thought, I’m gonna have to abandon the last option. It’s just not as useful as the others are which leaves me with the Doublet of Force Nullification and the Doublet of Shadow Walking. Hmm, do I want to be immune to most physical attacks and be capable of bursts of strength and power or do I want to be imperceptible for an hour every two hours? 
 
    It wasn’t as tough a decision as it should have been. While the Doublet of Force Nullification granted him immense protective and combative abilities, the Doublet of Shadow Walking seemed far more useful to him. Why would he ever have to defend himself from danger if he could simply walk through the danger without ever being noticed? Why would he need to nullify an enemy’s attack when he could simply stab them from behind and prevent them from attacking to begin with? There were probably thousands of applications he could think of and all of them boiled down to one thing: the avoidance of danger. 
 
    His mind set, Alastair chose the second option, the Doublet of Shadow Walking. 
 
    Time started to run again and he looked on as the materials on the ground were engulfed in a familiar flash of light. Not a moment later, a very familiar-looking doublet appeared. Only, this time, a beautiful, deep blue sapphire sat prominently at the center of its chest area. Alastair reached out, grinning, and donned the doublet. The fabric was softer and smoother than he remembered, and the color was of a darker shade of red that was almost akin to red wine when exposed to light. 
 
    “Nice touch with the gemstone on your chest,” Damon commented, smiling. He’d already taken off his own sleeveless armor and had it placed on the ground. “It looks really… princely, I guess? It’s definitely something you can wear to parties and social gatherings. Good work, man.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Alastair smiled, grabbing Damon’s armor and pulling it closer. It stunk to the heavens, but it was mostly intact so that was definitely a plus. How in the bloody hells did Damon wear this thing for weeks and weeks without ever bothering to wash the damn thing? Still, with most of its enchantments relatively untouched, Alastair could only wonder at what the results would be. 
 
    Still, Damon’s input would be appreciated. “So what do you want for yours? Do you want it to look the same, just with a few added touches? Or do you want me to completely alter how it looks?” 
 
    Damon shrugged. “I’m happy with anything, really. To tell you the truth, heat doesn’t bother me all that much, so I didn’t need the heat-resistance as much as you did when we the princess gave us these. Though, I’ve grown attached to it, so I’d like it to look the same. I mean, if it’s not broken, then there’s no reason to fix it, yeah?” 
 
    Alastair nodded. “Alright, that sounds simple enough.” 
 
    What did Damon need more than mere heat-resistance? His muscles were like corded iron. No human being could ever drive a weapon through it. His skin was a tiny bit softer, but then he also had a minor form of regeneration that solved all his skin-related issues. Physically, Damon didn’t need much of anything, especially considering his Fated Abilities, which further enhanced what he already had. And then there was the fact that his armor was made of Volkite Steel, which was like the younger sibling of Mithril. 
 
    No, Damon needed something else, a boost to a part of him that needed it. 
 
    Alastair thought long and hard, then simply shrugged. Well, if Damon was fine with anything, he was in for a surprise because even Alastair wasn’t sure what to give him. Still, when he’d seen all three options, Alastair would hand the final choice to Damon. After all, he’d be the one wearing it. 
 
    “Right,” Alastair muttered as he brought out several materials from his inventory. Mithril powder and a single plate, the Nightstalker’s heart, a chunk of emerald, and a bone fragment of the Primal Goliath. He wasn’t sure what sort of artifacts this combination would result in. A part of him felt childlike wonder at the prospect of experimenting with a bunch of random stuff and throwing them together to see what would happen, like when he and Damon mixed several kinds of filth on tiny pools of water after a rainy day, pretending to be alchemists. “Let’s see what sort of enchantments we’re getting from this.” 
 
    Time stopped as his power awakened and, as usual, three choices appeared at the forefront of his mind.    
 
      
 
    [Volkite Mail of Trepidation] 
 
    Quality: Rare 
 
    Durability: 35,000/35,000 
 
    Value: 100,000 
 
    This armor emits a constant effect on its wearer’s aggressors and enemies, causing an effect that severely dampens their aggression and heightens their flight response, elevating fear and uncertainty, which may elicit fright and, rarely, outright panic. The effect, however, can be ignored by powerful beings and resisted by strong-willed mortals. The effect has a range of 100 feet. 
 
      
 
    Sheesh… Alastair’s eyes went wide at the first option. It was freakishly powerful and that might have just been an understatement. Its ability was incredible, striking fear into the hearts of enemies, without actually having to do anything. If Damon wore the bloody thing, he’d just have to stand there, menacingly, and their enemies might just start running at the sight. Damon could wade into an army and be utterly invincible from the foes around him. This would certainly be a formidable artifact if created. 
 
    Alastair eyed the second option. 
 
      
 
    [Volkite Mail of Bravery] 
 
    Quality: Rare 
 
    Durability: 35,000/35,000 
 
    Value: 100,000 
 
    This armor emits a constant effect on the wearer and their allies, pushing aside feelings and notions of fear and cowardice, bolstering their bravery to great heights. The effect has a range of 300 feet. The effect range may be doubled at the cost of weakening the effect itself. 
 
      
 
    It was… interesting to say the least. Not nearly as useful for them as the first one was, unless Damon decided that he wanted to start leading entire armies and leading them in great campaigns. If that did happen, then the Volkite Mail of Bravery would be immensely powerful, more so than the first. An army of fearless men was not to be underestimated. Quite a lot of battles and skirmishes were decided by which side broke first and routed. With a fearless army, the rules of battle utterly changed. 
 
    But then, they did not have armies and, between the two of them, Alastair found himself brave enough not to need such an effect. 
 
    With that in mind, Alastair turned his attention to the third option. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    [Volkite Mail of Magical Nullification] 
 
    Quality: Rare 
 
    Durability: 30,000/30,000 
 
    Value: 100,000 
 
    This armor emits a constant anti-magic field that nullifies weak spells and destabilizes powerful spells. The effect, however, extends to both allies and enemies, preventing the use of advanced magic on both sides. The armor also protects the user from the effects of illusion magic. The effect has a range of 100 feet. 
 
      
 
    Alastair’s brows arose and his eyes widened slightly at the last option. It was essentially a form of anti-magic. Such a thing hasn’t been seen or heard of since the First Cataclysm, when potent weapons were needed to quell the rage of the mages. Anti-magic was said to have been created by the dwarves and the elves, who came together in an attempt to forge the deadliest weapon against the first mages who threatened the balance of the world at the time. 
 
    Since the end of First Cataclysm, mentions of the potent energy that brought great fear to mages became rarer and rarer, eventually disappearing in the centuries that led to the Second Cataclysm. 
 
    The enchantment within the Volkite Mail of Magical Nullification wasn’t anti-magic, per se. It seemed to be some form of magic that dismantled other forms of magic, rendering them impotent or outright useless. It wasn’t anti-magic, but it was certainly close enough in its function as to be near-identical in purpose. If they ever went against a magically-inclined foe or a monster that relied on magical attacks, the armor would be incredibly useful. It may even be the crux that brought them victory. 
 
    The problem with it was the fact that it did not let its wearer choose between friend and foe. It simply nullified or otherwise weakened all forms of magic around it, including the ones used by allies. And, considering Alastair’s own propensity in the use of the White Flames or even the Necro Flames, such a drawback would be greatly disadvantageous. It would bolster Damon’s fighting ability to a certain extent, but it’d pretty much cripple him in turn. Honestly, it wasn’t even close to being worth it. The mechanics of it were interesting, sure enough, but definitely not worth it. 
 
    Whatever the case, it was Damon’s decision and Alastair would just have to live with whatever Damon wanted. 
 
    Time flowed once more, but he did not choose just yet. Alastair turned to Damon. “Well, you have three choices and you can only choose one. Sorry, I don’t make the rules.” 
 
    Alastair’s eyes narrowed at that for a moment. Was it possible to mass-produce enchanted equipment, with each one being identical to each other? It’d be a good way to create relatively cheap and disposable weaponry. It was entirely possible that they might encounter despots and tyrants on their journey. The ability to arm the masses against their oppressors sounded amazing—armors and weapons alike. 
 
    But that was neither here nor there. They couldn’t afford to rely on anyone else. They had to assume it was them against the world, for now at least. 
 
    “Well, what are they?” Damon asked. 
 
    Alastair cleared his throat. “Your first option is something called the Volkite Mail of Trepidation. It makes your enemies less aggressive and more afraid of you. It should make battles easier, I think, but that’s up to you. The second option is the Volkite Mail of Bravery. As its name might suggest, it makes your allies immune to fear. So it either makes them paragons of fearlessness or suicidal maniacs; either of which sounds fine to be perfectly honest. The last one is the Volkite Mail of Magical Nullification. This one causes weak spells to flicker out into nothing and strong spells to misfire around you. It’s basically an anti-magic aura that’s really useful against mages, but it does have this teeny-tiny problem in the fact that it also screws over the magic of your allies.” 
 
    “Oh, and they all look identical to your last outfit, just with an emerald on your chest—kind of like mine, but green.” 
 
    “Huh,” Damon leaned back, nodding slowly. “The last option’s definitely not on the table, then. I don’t want to mess with your fire things and get you skewered. I guess it’s an easy choice, yeah? I choose the Volkite Mail of Bravery!” 
 
    Alastair blinked. He was not expecting that, honestly. The Volkite Mail of Trepidation seemed far more useful in a fight, but—ultimately—it was Damon’s choice and not his. And so, Alastair merely shrugged. “Okay, then.” 
 
    He closed his eyes and willed forth the materials on the ground to merge and take shape. A bright flash of white light followed as his power took hold over reality, bending and molding it to his will. Not a moment later, the Volkite Mail of Bravery laid on the ground, shining, shimmering, and lacking all the crusts of blood that’d clung onto Damon’s previous outfit. It even seemed to glow faintly, an outline of gold that seemed to cover the armor, giving it a more regal appearance. Alastair’s eyes narrowed. The magical enchantments on it were definitely a lot stronger than the ones in the Doublet of Shadow Walking, but why were their values more or less the same? 
 
    Then again, one could argue that the same amount of magical power was used, but expressed differently. The expression of magic in the Doublet of Shadow Walking was, by its very nature, subtle and imperceptible, while the magic in the Volkite Mail of Bravery was meant to be ostentatious and bold, much like a commander or a general in war, leading their troops to certain victory. One was a shining, golden figure for all to see, inspiring the masses to unspeakable heights of bravery. The other was a shadow, moving in the dark to dispatch its enemies, unseen, unheard. 
 
    He could work with that. Alastair hated the spotlight anyway. That was more Damon’s thing. 
 
    “Here, take it. It’s done,” Alastair said, pushing the armor toward Damon, who grabbed and donned it.  
 
    The effect was instant. Alastair felt something shift in him—tiny fears, apprehension, and even the very idea of hesitation simply disappeared. It was quite the fascinating effect, really. Alastair briefly wondered how this might affect his day-to-day choices, but shelved the thought for now. It didn’t matter yet.  
 
    “How does it feel?” Alastair asked. 
 
    Damon hummed. He burst into a series of stretches and poses that were a little too comical to be anything serious. The grin that appeared on his face was rather amusing. Damon stood there, like a child who’d received the best present for his birthday. “It’s lighter and more flexible than before. And it doesn’t smell. And I feel… something different. I don’t know what it is, but I feel like I can do more. Does the armor’s bravery thing affect me as well?” 
 
    Alastair considered that for a moment. And the simple truth was that he had no idea. “I don’t know. But if you feel any different at all, then, that must be the case.” 
 
    Damon then turned toward the tent. “What about Ishtar? She might be immortal, but I know for a fact that she’s as squishy as everyone else.” 
 
    Alastair raised an eyebrow and crossed his arms over his chest. “I’m assuming you ‘accidentally’ touched her somewhere to know just how ‘squishy’ she really is. Tsk, I’m disappointed in you, Damon. Gentlemen shouldn’t ever do that.” 
 
    “Hey, that is not what happened!” 
 
    “Oh, yeah? What happened, then? 
 
    “Ugh, do you remember when I carried her out of the facility? Well, my hand might have been holding onto something soft and squishy, and that was totally by accident; I swear!” 
 
    “Huh, that explains why she was more than a little miffed at you.” 
 
    Alastair shook his head. “Well, I’ll ask her when she wakes up, but I don’t think she’ll need it. Mages are supposed to stay behind, throwing fireballs and stuff at the enemy.” 
 
    “Besides…” His eyes narrowed. “That skin-tight suit of hers that you keep staring at must have some protective elements to it.” 
 
    Damon nodded slowly. “Alright, she does seem like she can handle herself really well in a fight. She has this warrior aura to her, you know? I saw it in her eyes. I have no doubt she’d already figured out how best to kill me when we first met.” 
 
    Alastair disagreed. “No, she’s not a warrior. She’s a soldier. There’s a difference.” 
 
    “Whatever the case, I’m sure we won’t have to worry about her.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right, man.” 
 
    “Say, what did you think about what Ishtar said to us, about ancient humans and about our nature as Fated?” Alastair asked. Damon stiffened, eyes widening slightly. Damon glanced away, seemingly lost in deep thought. 
 
    “I don’t know what I’m supposed to feel,” Damon finally said after a moment of contemplation. “Everything she said, if true, just destroyed everything I thought I knew, everything my grandma taught me when I was a kid. I was taught that the gods made us from mud and Anundial, the Father, gave us life and free-will.” 
 
    “You believed in them.” It wasn’t a question, but a statement of fact. Alastair had never been a follower of any of the gods. But Damon, on the other hand, held a personal reverence for Anundial, the supposed father of all the gods. He didn’t worship the entity outright. Damon had never bowed or knelt at any altar, but he revered the creator god nonetheless. 
 
    Damon nodded and huffed. “Well, my belief in the gods was never an important part of my life, to tell you the truth. But it was important in how I remembered my grandma. She was a fervent worshiper of them. And she taught me almost everything I know about the gods.” Damon sighed. “I don’t know… I think that it feels good to know that we were once a great civilization, that we tamed the stars and conquered many worlds. I think that it would have been awesome to have been born into such an empire. And I think that its collapse is a great tragedy for us, for humans.” 
 
    “If they are what she said they are, then I can’t help but feel… angry at the gods,” Damon continued, his eyes distant. “But… I don’t know. I think I could have gone on to live my entire life, happily at that, without ever knowing such things. But… well, I know now and I can’t do anything about it. As for how I feel about the knowledge in general… well, it’s not making me happy, but it’s not making me sad either.” 
 
    “I think I know how you feel.” Alastair nodded. “I don’t think she was lying to us. But I don’t think she was telling the whole truth, either. Or she might not be aware of the whole truth at all.” 
 
    “The whole truth?” Damon raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “There were missing parts to her story,” Alastair said. “She didn’t explain, for example, why they went to war against the horrors in the first place or how and why it took them at the brink of total collapse to come up with the idea of imprisoning the creatures. A lot of things don’t make sense for me—blanks and missing pages, so to speak.” 
 
    “I see.” Damon nodded. He turned to the tent where Ishtar was either sleeping or listening in on them. Alastair didn’t quite care. “I suppose we’ll find out about that stuff soon enough.” 
 
    “Maybe.” 
 
    Alastair leaned back and eyed the stars, twinkling in the open sky, like glittering jewels etched upon black cloth. The cosmic bodies above were the same ones he remembered seeing in the Middle Kingdom. It was a welcome thought, if rather obvious, a quaint reminder that he was still in the same world, just in another land, far away from the place he’d grown to abhor. He was still in the same world. For a moment, Alastair’s thought harkened back to Ishtar’s words, of an Empire that stretched beyond a single world, of a people who dominated the stars themselves. What wonders and glories they must have achieved in their time. Such a shameful thing for such a great people to be reduced into a single rock. 
 
    The knowledge of it, the very idea of it, lit a fire within him. And his doubt and disbelief of the gods themselves only grew with it. Were they truly the benevolent watchers and guardians of all living things or were they mere parasitic cosmic entities that caused humanity’s downfall? Did they deserve apathy or hatred? Huh, he wasn’t sure about that last bit. 
 
    Alastair stood up. “I’m going to walk around for a bit. I’d like some time alone to think.” 
 
    “Try not to get lost, man,” Damon said. “And be careful. We don’t know what’s out there.” 
 
    Alastair gave him a faint smile. “I’m always careful.” 
 
    He turned and walked past the massive monoliths that surrounded their little camp. The magic that lingered about them was ancient and smelled vaguely of moss and flowers, some form of earth magic. Despite the darkness of the night, the open sky and shining stars did a decent job of lighting up quite a bit of the steppes. It wasn’t bright by any means, but it definitely wasn’t exactly dark either. 
 
    Alastair breathed in the cold air and ventured out. 
 
    As he walked, his mind wandered and Alastair absently altered the land around him. Patches of soil, mounds of rock and stone, and bundles of grass warped and deformed as he passed them, merging, lengthening, shortening, widening. The air itself shuddered. Time and space bent and coiled, like tight rope. The earth shook faintly and subtly, waves of seismic waves passing and pulsating across the land, like great drum beats from the depths of the world itself. 
 
    For all his doubt, Alastair wanted to believe in Ishtar’s words. He wanted so desperately to believe that there was so much more out there for him to see, for humanity itself to reach, entire worlds for the taking, entire stars to claim and consume. Once, Alastair had believed that conquering and holding an entire world was impossible. No man or woman could ever hold such power, such control, and such awesome dominion as to force a whole world to heel. And now, he wasn’t so sure. 
 
    The fire that’d been set alit in his soul blazed ever brighter, threatening to consume his very being. 
 
    It was not enough. It would never be enough. True freedom seemed further and further away, despite the world that’d been opened to him. It was far from enough. Knowing what he knew now, he would never find true freedom until he rid himself of the greatest obstacle that stood in his path. He would never be free until the gods themselves were brought low and stomped out of existence. Actors and devils, the lot of them. They deserved neither worship nor reverence, only disdain. Thorondros, the God of Craftsmen, infused him with his essence, giving him a portion of power that would slowly grow and mature. Eventually, he would grow to match them. He would grow to such heights as to be above them. 
 
    And then, he would reclaim what his species lost, the greatness that was taken from them. 
 
    Alastair stomped his foot on the ground and pointed at the heavens. “I don’t care if you’re watching or ignoring me. I don’t care…. But, here and now, do I make my oath known to the world! Someday, it might not be today or tomorrow or any day after that, but—someday—I will come for all of you. I will bathe this world in your blood and I will free my people from your clutches! We shall race across the stars once more! There will be no gods and no masters to stop us. This, I swear.”  
 
    The skies rumbled above him, thunder and lightning flashed, despite the lack of clouds. And he knew, in the depths of his heart that someone or something up there heard his oath and mocked him in kind. At that, Alastair could only smirk. They underestimated him. That was good. It meant they would never see him coming, never anticipate the coming of their end at his hands before it was too late. 
 
    Before that, however, was the long and grueling path to power. He needed to become stronger, far more so than he could ever imagine, power beyond the very idea of power itself. Alastair held no doubt that, someday, he would reach that level. All the while, he would be patient. Such grand schemes took a great deal of time to finish and bear fruit. Tiny, baby steps first and foremost, laying the foundations of what will be a grand structure. And the very first of those steps was to travel and see the world, all the while accumulating power, wealth, and influence. Kings would be toppled and, eventually, the gods themselves would be brought low. 
 
    In the distance, far to the east, a massive, green lightning bolt arced out and struck from the heavens. 
 
    Alastair’s eyes narrowed. He turned and returned to their camp. 
 
    “They heard you, you know,” Ishtar’s voice stopped him, just before he walked through the monoliths.  
 
    Alastair paused and turned to his right, where the ancient woman stood. He glanced at their tent, where her shadow lay asleep. He huffed and chuckled—illusion magic, so simple and yet so effective.  
 
    “But you would not have been the first to issue them such a challenge,” Ishtar said. “Many mortals before you have arisen to great heights and thought themselves equal to them.” 
 
    Alastair shrugged. “I’m not the same as them.” 
 
    “Oh?” Ishtar walked toward him and stopped just a few inches away from his face. For someone who spent eons underground, she smelled lovely. Her tone and her voice were challenging, but not demeaning. “And what makes you so different from all the other fools?”  
 
    Alastair smirked and met her gaze as she smiled. “The difference, Ishtar, is that I won’t lose.” 
 
    He turned away from her and walked back into camp. He had a lot of Pollentias that needed to be spent. 
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    Name: Alastair 
 
    Fate: Crafter (lvl 6, Costs 6,000 Pollentias to Upgrade) 
 
    Pollentias: 55,630 
 
      
 
    Right, Alastair mused, eyeing his status. Damon sat beside him, doing the same. They’d decided to upgrade their abilities, here and now, before venturing any further to the coast. Alastair had a feeling things were about to become far more dangerous than ever, and Damon agreed. Hence, they decided to just spend all the Pollentias they had.  
 
    I should probably spend my Pollentias on more passive abilities to complement the stuff I already have, Alastair thought. Shape, Weld, and Forge probably need some love too. It’s been a while since I’ve taken a look at them. Shape… probably needs the least attention, now that I have Earthshaper. So I’ll save that for last, which leaves Weld and Forge—after I get a new passive or two. 
 
    Alastair brought up basic skills. 
 
      
 
    Basic Skills: 
 
    Shape (lvl 6) — Alter the shape of an existing item. Success rate is dependent on the level and quality of the chosen item, and the skill level. You may subtract up to 35% of its total mass or add a total of 20% more mass. Costs 6,000 Pollentias to Upgrade. 
 
    Weld (lvl 6) — Attach two materials together. Success and presentation is dependent on skill level. Currently has a 100% chance of success and a 50% chance of producing an Artifact of Rare Quality. Costs 6,000 Pollentias to upgrade. 
 
    Forge (lvl 5) — Create an item from a lump of raw metal or an ingot. Success rate is dependent on the complexity of the design. You have a 25% chance of creating an item of [Shoddy] quality, 25% chance of creating an item of [Common] quality, 40% chance of creating an item of [Uncommon] Quality, and 10% chance of creating an item of [Rare] Quality. Costs 5,000 Pollentias to Upgrade. 
 
      
 
    Next, Alastair turned his attention to his innate class and the skills that came with them. 
 
      
 
    Innate Class: Hell Forger (lvl 2) 
 
    (lvl 2) Hell Forger Skills: 
 
    Bind (lvl 3) — Imbue mystical properties onto an existing item, using an ordinary item and a monster, magical, or alchemical ingredients. Results are dependent on the quality and value of the items used. Has a 10% chance of imbuing demonic properties into the resulting artifact. Cannot use items above Legendary quality. 
 
    Hell Fire — You may summon and shape the flames of Gorgorod to your will, but each use has a price. Every time you summon the demonic fires, you will pay for it with a portion of your humanity, until you are consumed by the dark powers and fully transformed into a demon. (5% transformation) 
 
    Necro-Flames (lvl 1)—Allows for limited control and manipulation of Necromantic Flames; causes a withering effect on all living creatures hit, taking away a year of their total lifespans for every second they’re exposed. The effect doubles for every second of exposure. 
 
      
 
    His innate skills and class still hadn’t changed, though Alastair had a distinct feeling that only a few more creations and Bind would probably level up. Next, he took a look at his perks. 
 
      
 
    Perks: 
 
    Chosen Through Adversity - You gained the attention of the gods through the achievement of a great and difficult challenge. In doing so, any Pollentias you receive is double the normal rate. 
 
    Hydra’s Kiss—No longer shall you suffer from wounds and injuries. No longer shall you feel the pain of the sword or the sting of the arrow. Whatever injuries you receive shall heal before your very eyes! Health passively regenerates at all times. 
 
    Hell Walker - Hellfire cannot harm you, unless it is used by a Vainur. In such a case, it will have only 20% effectiveness. You also have limited control over mortal fire. Grants access to basic demon magic (needs grimoire to unlock). 
 
    Seeker of Justice - Track down the guilty and make them pay. You may lock onto a criminal, allowing you to view their general direction and location on your map. This can only be used on a single criminal at a time and cannot be used on those who have not defiled the laws of the gods and men. 
 
    Master of the Divine Demon—Summon and control the White Flames of Shazdrak to burn the sinners and the guilty alike. 
 
    Rebel Leader — No gods and no masters may command you or your fate. Mind control or mind altering effects will not work on you. Additionally, you will have an easier time convincing slaves, servants, and peasants to rise up against their lords and follow you into the heart of death itself. Your soul is yours alone and no one else’s. 
 
      
 
    He definitely needed to gain new perks. 
 
    With that in mind, Alastair raised his Fate to level 9, using a total of 21,000 Pollentias, leaving him with 34,630 Pollentias to spend on his basic skills. Alastair felt giddy, smirking and salivating at the prospect of gaining another passive ability. Let’s see what my choices are… 
 
      
 
    Congratulations! You have reached level 9! You may now choose a new perk from the following: 
 
    Lord of Death—You are surrounded and immersed in death, decay, and destruction. Wherever you go, corpses are left in your wake and the living tremble at the very thought of your approach. Increases your ability to intimidate living creatures, sentient or otherwise. Additionally, the dark art of necromancy will come very easily to you, almost akin to rediscovering something you have already learned before. You also gain the ability to dominate free spirits and wandering souls. 
 
    Hunter of Mages - You have a special hatred for mages, for spell-casters, witches, and wizards. The very thought of them fills you with anger. Mages have no place in the world and it is your solemn duty to ensure they’re all dead. Spells and all forms of refined magic are less-effective against you. Additionally, you are able to sense the presence of magic casters, from the lowly hedge-wizard to the highest of arch-mages. No user of magic may hide themselves from your senses. Once a day, you may disable the magical capabilities of a single mage for up to an hour. 
 
    Purifier of Wastelands—You have walked through the demonic wastes of Gorgorod, breathed in its noxious fumes, and waded through hordes of mutants and ashen beasts, and you have found it all wanting. Gorgorod’s corruption can never touch you—no form of corruption may ever touch you, for your soul shall ever be pure, shining like a great beacon in an endless darkness. You are now immune to magical and physical mutations. Mutants and abominations will cower before you, and all your attacks against them will do far greater damage. 
 
    Builder of Empires—You have learned the most ancient knowledge unknown to mankind: it is far older than it has been led to believe. In learning so, it has become your goal, your purpose, to renew what has been lost, to retake what has been taken, and to usher in a golden age greater than any that has come before it. By your guiding hand, humanity shall, in time, venture into the stars as they have done before. You are a natural leader, a scion of the blood of kings. The masses will naturally look to you for guidance and leadership, for safety and comfort. A naturally charismatic leader of men and women, your words shall bear greater weight, your choices shall be the choices of those under you, and your subordinates find it harder and harder to question your decisions. 
 
    Slayer of Gods—You have issued a challenge to the gods themselves, declaring yourself an enemy to them and all of divinity. Hatred, pride, or just simple ambition, you have elevated yourself above other mortals—for no simple mortal would ever dare to challenge the gods that rule over all things. Though small, your voice was powerful enough to breach the gates of the divine. And, thus, all the gods have heard your challenge, though only a few are likely to take you seriously. Once every thirty days, provided they are physically present, you may render a god vulnerable to harm for a period of ten seconds. 
 
      
 
    Alastair’s eyes widened at the perks arrayed before him. They were all freakishly powerful in their own right. Taking any of these would elevate him to heights greater than he’d ever reached before. However, he could only choose one and he had to be careful with his choice because—as powerful as they all were—some were simply more powerful than others. One in particular seemed to call out to him more than any other. 
 
    Lord of Death, for one, made him seem like some sort of necromancer king who ruled with an iron fist, a tyrant to both the living and the dead. He’d not given any thoughts to the ancient art of necromancy before, simply because it’d never interested him. Magic, in general, didn’t interest him quite as much now as it did when he was much younger. In fact, after meeting Memnon, Alastair hated mages and spell-casters. Still, falling into a pitfall of hatred was just stupid. Memnon did not represent every mage in existence. But, in his heart, Alastair really did not like mages. 
 
    Necromancy was just another branch of magic, one that was darker and more macabre than any other, save perhaps demon magic. And the simple truth was that Alastair was not at all interested in learning how to raise corpses and use them for his needs. While he recognized its power and usefulness, Alastair abhorred the idea of rousing the dead from their eternal rest. It just didn’t feel right. 
 
    As powerful as the Lord of Death perk might have been, it simply wasn’t the right one for him. 
 
    The Hunter of Mages was interesting. It seemed intensely personal and, if he was right about how perks worked, likely built off his hatred of Memnon which had expanded further into a hatred for mages in general. A perk that essentially allowed him to lock down on a single mage and kill said mage very efficiently could only have developed from his personal experience with mages and the only mage he’d ever had the displeasure of knowing was the walking sack of manure that was Memnon. 
 
    On the more tactical side of things, taking on that perk would mean that any and all mages they’d have to face would likely end up very dead. It apparently wasn’t enough that spells and advanced forms of magic would be extremely ineffective against him, the perk went even further and gave him the ability to just stop a mage from casting spells at all, essentially robbing them of any ability fight. Granted, this period of silence only lasted for an hour, but even ten seconds would already be a death sentence for most practitioners. It even had a nifty little function that allowed him to detect the presence of magic users. 
 
    It was, in essence, exactly what its name suggested: it gave Alastair all the tools he’d need to hunt mages. It looked useful. Any magic user they’d go up against would very likely end up dead, unless either he or Damon was feeling particularly merciful. It was tempting to simply pick this perk and forget about all the other options. All his battles against Memnon taught him the sheer headache that was magic. It was versatile, unpredictable, and extremely hard to deal with, given a mage’s ability to bend and reshape reality during a fight. Fireballs were all well and easy to avoid and even defend against, but when invisible force fields and time shenanigans were brought to bear, then it became far more complicated. 
 
    The ability to simply negate a mage’s ability to cast magic would be horrifying for any mage. It was akin to anti-magic, but even more effective. 
 
    Right, the Hunter of Mages is definitely a very good pick. 
 
    Alastair wasn’t sure about the Purifier of Wastelands perk. It seemed incredibly powerful at a glance. The ability to resist all forms of corruption would essentially allow him to venture back into the Blasted Lands, head held high, trotting around as though he was in a meadow of pretty little flowers. With this perk, Alastair could actually try to search for forgotten treasures in the wastelands of Gorgorod’s corruption. He’d be immune. The only things he’d have to worry about were the various mutants and monsters that roamed about, but then the perk also granted him a boost when fighting such creatures so there really wouldn’t be anything to worry about. 
 
    But then, Alastair mused, he really did not want to go back to that place ever again, unless Cthonia somehow wound up there and needed rescuing. The very idea of returning to that blasted hellscape brought shivers up his spine. It was probably the worst place in the whole world, even disregarding the constant corruption and the noxious fumes that caused his and Damon’s lungs to slowly melt and their throats to burn. 
 
    The perk was immensely powerful, but ultimately useless because he wouldn’t need it—not really, not when there were better places to be, where he wouldn’t need a highly specialized perk just to survive for more than a day. 
 
    Right, I am not taking that perk. The decision was easier than he thought. 
 
    Two perks demanded his attention more than any of the others. These two that resonated with the depths of his soul. 
 
    The first was the Builder of Empires. It would essentially allow him to, very slowly at that, unite the scattered remnants of humanity and forge something truly great out of them, something worthy of once more ascending to the stars. It would be grueling, it would be bloody, it would be painful and maddening—but it would also be worth it. What greater achievement was there? What could be greater and nobler than uniting one’s species to retake what was lost? Their greatness and glory were taken from them, forgotten and forsaken. And that would not do. It was unacceptable for humanity to remain as it was, blind to the truth, blind to the horrors of the gods they worshiped, and blind to their own potential. Against the madness of the cosmos, against the entities that conspired in the shadows, against the thralls and throes of desolation and anguish, humanity needed to stand united. 
 
    No, not just humanity. 
 
    Beneath the shadow of his enlightened rule, of course, Alastair would carve out an empire that spanned the whole world, including even the elves in their distant lands and the dwarves in the cavernous depths. And then, when all the mortal races stood as one, when all the mortal races were united against the horrors that dared to steal what was theirs, Alastair would step down and allow the people to lead themselves. 
 
    After all, Alastair made a promise to Varanius Vladium Orellius, the creator of necromancy, that he would succeed where he failed. But Alastair intended to do more than simply succeed. Alastair would go far beyond anything the old man could have ever imagined, greater than the dreams of the most ambitious of warlords and emperors. Greater than anything the world has ever seen. 
 
    It was a grand dream. And this perk would help him achieve that. 
 
    The last perk, however—Slayer of Gods—was interesting in a way that no other was. It was the most aggressive and straightforward out of all the options presented to him. For all the words that presented it, the perk did one simple thing: it rendered gods vulnerable for a period of ten seconds. It didn’t make them any weaker. Vulnerable or not, the gods were powerful beings who were not to be trifled with. They were the crystallizations of power in the world, the entities that towered over all others. Gorgorod alone threatened the balance of the entire world when he went to war against his brethren. Their battle reshaped the continents. Islands fell into the depths of the sea, while others arose to the surface. Landmasses were destroyed and created all at once. And yet, there were a few gods who did die in the final battle, when the legions of demons and monsters stood their ground one last time. 
 
    Avaria, Goddess of the Harvest and Good Fortune, was said to have fallen at the blades of a hundred Vainur, who’d surrounded her and sundered her apart. Of course, Avaria went out in a blaze of glory when her death throes blasted apart the surrounding Vainur. It was said that her blood seeped into the ground and became the basis of the legendary metal, mithril. Glomnar, the God of Scholars and Scribes, was said to have been cut down by Gorgorod himself after Glomnar discovered the way to send the Lord of Chaos back to his fiery realm. It was Glomnar’s death that was said to have birthed the first sentient and sapient monsters. 
 
    The legends were varied and often made little sense. It proved, however, that the gods themselves could be killed, provided one was powerful enough. It was definitely possible. 
 
    He did not need the perk—not quite. 
 
    What he needed was power—and an overwhelming amount of it. Enough power to crush the gods themselves into dust. 
 
    But, Alastair realized, he did not have to be alone. He had the power to create the most powerful weapons. He had the potential to craft things that could cut down the horrors that masqueraded as gods, weapons that could split apart mountains and sunder seas. In time, Alastair would reach that potential. And he would arm humanity with the tools needed to reclaim what was taken from them, to enact vengeance upon the creatures that stole their glory and wonder. 
 
    He would not be alone, Alastair concluded. Humanity will stand with him. 
 
    His mind set, Alastair made his decision. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    They made their way to the coast in the morning, journeying for hours and hours, until the smell and spray of the sea filled the air, and the sound of rushing waves brushed their ears. Glistening white sands greeted their approach, peppered with a few scatterings of gray rock and shoal. Palm trees jutted out of mounds of sandy soil, alongside strange trees that bore red, velvety fruits that had a citrus fragrance that blended seamlessly with the briny smell of the ocean. 
 
    Alastair could hardly hold back the grin that spread across his face when his eyes fell upon the endless, shimmering sea. It was like a great and infinite pool of mercury and silver, a lake without borders.  
 
    Alastair huffed, the sun shining down on his face. He fell to his knees. “I’ve never seen the ocean before… It’s beautiful.” 
 
    Damon walked up beside him. “Huh, how big is it?” 
 
    “Most of the planet is covered in oceans,” Ishtar said, walking up and sitting down on a smooth rock, looking out. A smile appeared on her face just as Alastair turned over his shoulder to glance at the ancient woman. “So it’s even bigger than you can imagine. And it’s filled with lifeforms you have never even imagined.” 
 
    Damon smiled at that, then frowned. “Alastair, you ever wondered why the Middle Kingdom never tried to sail to other places in the world? I mean, the ocean has got to be a lot safer as opposed to the Plains of Gorgorod, right? Why’d no one ever try?” 
 
    Alastair stood up and brushed away the sand that’d clung onto his pants. Ishtar was already on her feet as well, but she clearly wasn’t paying attention to them as her eyes lingered over the sea, eyeing it as though it was an old lover. It was probably best to leave her alone, unless they were going to move out again. Ishtar seemed like she needed a breather, anyway. 
 
    Alastair turned to Damon and regarded him for a moment, then shrugged. “I don’t know, but it might have something to do with the fact that the only body of saltwater the Middle Kingdom can access is called the Sea of Leviathans. I’m going to assume it’s filled to the brim with gigantic sea monsters and other nasty, slimy creatures from the depths that’re more than capable of dragging our little galleys into the dark of the sea. And I don’t know about you, but I don’t feel like fighting for my life in the middle of the ocean. That’s just asking to get killed—by drowning, or by getting bitten in half by a monstrous beast of the sea.” 
 
    “Of course,” Alastair continued, turning back to the sea. “That’s just my assumption. There could be a hundred other reasons that I did not think of. That particular one just made the most sense, to be honest. My mother often spoke of sailors, who ventured too far and never returned, while the wrecked remains of their ships were found some weeks or months after.” 
 
    Damon hummed and nodded. “Yeah, I guess that makes sense; it’s not like the Middle Kingdom has an actual fleet, anyway—” 
 
    Damon paused and suddenly turned eastward.  
 
    Alastair almost absently willed forth Earthshaper in his grasp. “What is it?” 
 
    “I can smell blood again,” Damon said grimly, eyes narrowed and eyebrows furrowed. The Black Dragon’s Spear appeared in his grasp. The weapon was already awake, its one eye pulsating with power. Carnage was nearby, raging on. “It’s that way. Fresh… human. There are other scents, too. We should hurry. I think people are getting killed.” 
 
    Alastair nodded, glancing at Ishtar, who’d stood up and walked toward them. She nodded, Memnon’s Bone Staff in her hands, glimmering with faint, humming energies. She was as ready as she could be. It was a shame they couldn’t stay any longer for him to glance longingly into the distant seas. The view really was quite beautiful. He steeled away the thoughts. He could, after all, look at the ocean as much as he wanted later on. “Right, let’s go.” 
 
    They ran together. Ishtar seemed livelier and more energetic than she usually was and the ancient woman kept pace with them, even as Alastair ran as fast as he could. Damon, of course, slowed himself down quite drastically to not leave the both of them in the dust, but they were still moving much faster than otherwise normal humans would have been capable of, even on horseback. As they moved, Alastair slowly noted the tiny shadows in the distance and the faint haze that snaked into the sky, which might have been a smoke trail of some kind; the distant, but clear smell of charred wood all but confirmed it for him. 
 
    They ran faster. They got closer and closer, until the sounds of carnage, though faint, made itself known in their ears, the screams of men and women, the cries of children and the roars of… things. There was laughter somewhere in there as well. There was enjoyment at the suffering being inflicted. Alastair’s blood boiled and his eyes widened. 
 
    “Wait,” Alastair said.  
 
    Damon stopped immediately, whilst Ishtar skirted forward.  
 
    Alastair eyed Earthshaper and breathed in. “I have an idea.” 
 
    Damon nodded as Alastair raised Earthshaper high into the air, closed his eyes, and breathed in. 
 
    “I hope this works,” he said. He slammed the enchanted hammer into the ground and willed forth a rolling mass of rock and stone. The ground shook underneath them. It cracked apart, forming a vaguely circular shape around them. The very bedrock moved and rolled forward, dragging them along. It left a path of destruction in its wake, a great and jagged furrow that looked as though it was carved by giants. 
 
    It was unsteady and unbalanced, and incredibly difficult to control due to all the moving parts he had to focus on, but Alastair got it to move almost twice as fast as their running speed and that would have to be enough.  
 
    Ishtar was visibly impressed. “Woah, this reminds me of one of the Klangdian Geomancers’ spells, Earth Warping. That hammer of yours sure is interesting, but—on its own—it doesn’t really have any powers, no. It’s a locus for what you already have, right? It allows you to focus your own ability, allowing you to do this.” 
 
    Damon, despite his grim disposition, smiled and laid a hand on Alastair’s right shoulder. “Good work, man. We’ll definitely get there in time.” 
 
    “I hope you’re right,” Alastair said through gritted teeth. His eyes were still closed. His hands clenched desperately around Earthshaper’s handle as his will clashed with the will of the earth itself. It was far easier when he’d just been thinking about it. But forcing thousands of rocks, boulders, and pebbles to move in a single, continuous direction was much harder than anything he’d ever done, requiring almost all his concentration just to make sure the whole thing didn’t crumble apart and swallow up all three of them into the ground.  
 
    “How close are we, anyway?” Damon asked. 
 
    Alastair’s eyes were closed. He couldn’t see anything and the only direction he was moving the veritable wave of earth and dirt was a vague and blind forward. But Alastair was confident in his ability to navigate with his eyes closed.  
 
    “Well, we’re moving, alright, and we’re making good time,” Alastair said. “I’d say we’re five, maybe six or seven, minutes away from the hamlet.” 
 
    “Good enough,” Alastair muttered. Time was, perhaps, the single greatest resource in battle. Five seconds was enough time for a man to kill another, for duels to shift, and for men to slip and make deathly mistakes. Ten seconds was enough time to maneuver a regiment of soldiers to ensure a flank is properly covered and defended. An entire minute seemed like an eternity in a pitched battle, when men and women clashed in a bloody melee and steel met bone, and the ground grew slick and wet with blood and viscera. Five minutes could see an entire village turned to slag. Any more than that and they’d arrive at a graveyard. 
 
    It was far from good enough. 
 
    Alastair willed forth the stones and the boulders to move faster, to push harder and harder than it ever had. And yet, the strain it put in his mind was immense and Alastair felt his head seemingly crack apart in pain and agony. He’d made massive structures before, constructs so utterly large that they would have been akin to moving mountains and yet he suffered no strain from willing such things into shape. Motion, Alastair realized, was far harder to maintain than it was to simply will forth static objects or cause other static objects to destabilize and turn to red mist. Because, now, he wasn’t simply creating one shape or willing forth a single object, but exerting his will over hundreds of thousands of objects and stirring them to move and spin, which was—as he now realized—much harder than simply making a mountain-sized platform from the ground. 
 
    And, unlike almost everything in life, the act of maintaining his control over such a complicated construct was getting harder and the pain it brought was getting steadily worse. Alastair felt faint, but his will was iron and the pain he felt then was nothing he hadn’t already faced before. 
 
    A full minute passed before Damon stopped him. “We’re here.” 
 
    And Alastair’s eyes snapped open, and the construct fell apart around them, creating a loose, jagged hill. The next thing Alastair noted was the slaughter that occurred right in front of them. Villagers were hounded and attacked by massively tall humanoids, whose fattened bulk made them appear like grotesque monsters. Many of them rode thunderous beasts, massive bovine creatures with hooves like tree-trunks, jagged horns, thick reddish furs, and hulking bodies. 
 
    Humanoid monsters were riding other monsters? 
 
    No, Alastair corrected himself after blinking once and then twice. They were not humanoid. In fact, they appeared to look almost entirely human, save for their bodily proportions, which were far larger than what people were supposed to have. They stood well over ten feet tall, wielding massive clubs and hammers, and were dressed in rugged furs and leathers. Most of them appeared obese, but the shear bulk of muscles underneath their fats were not something to be overlooked. The villagers cowered and fled before them, but they didn’t appear to be attacking indiscriminately. In fact, there were hardly any corpses at all and most of the villagers on the ground appeared to still be alive—bloodied and heavily injured, but alive. 
 
    Ah, they were taking prisoners, an act which was arguably worse, in hindsight. 
 
    The massive humanoids quickly took note of them. And they barked out orders in a guttural tongue that he did not understand. Already, ten of the massive humanoids rode out to meet them. Their eyes glimmered a faint yellow. 
 
    Alastair stood up and turned to Damon. The pain in his head was rapidly fading and Earthshaper was eager for combat against things that were mutated by Gorgorod’s corruption.  
 
    Damon seemed eager, but conflicted. He breathed out and nodded. “It’s time to be heroes.” 
 
    Damon walked forward. And Alastair followed after him. Ishtar trailed after them, but the woman seemed utterly uninterested in everything that was going on around them. 
 
    One of the massively tall human-things yelled something in a tongue Alastair didn’t recognize as they charged, riding their massive war-beasts whose steps shook the ground and caused great cracks to appear wherever their massive hooves stomped. They weren’t moving terribly fast, but they moved much faster than their sizes might have indicated at a glance. 
 
    Alastair turned to Damon, who still seemed conflicted, despite the massive things that were charging them right at that moment. They were sapient, which might have been the source of Damon’s inner-conflict.  
 
    “Do we kill them or do we keep them alive?” Alastair asked. 
 
    “Let’s just knock them unconscious,” Damon replied. The Black Dragon’s Spear disappeared from Damon’s hands and was immediately replaced by a ball-headed mace of pure steel. It was just as capable of killing as any other weapon, but it could also be used to maim and injure, without slicing off limbs—painful, but not mortally dangerous. “I don’t want to kill them until I know why they’re doing what they’re doing.” 
 
    Alastair agreed. It was understandable. They had no idea what was going on. There was violence before them, true enough, but they had no real context as to what was going on. For all they knew, the villagers might have started this whole debacle and they got what was coming for them. They knew absolutely nothing. However, they knew they were about to be attacked and it was only natural for them to defend themselves against their attackers. 
 
    Another one of the massive human-like creatures yelled out. It was getting close. Alastair rushed toward the charging beast that seemed to lead their little group of giants. The massive bovine jolted at Alastair’s approach, its animal instincts likely sensing the true magnitude of Alastair’s power as it reared up and caused its equally massive rider to come falling right off the rugged saddle upon its back. The gigantic humanoid screamed as its beast panicked and fell over, causing the other massive bovines behind it to trip and fall over themselves in a haze of massive bodies and panicked beasts. 
 
    In mere seconds, the charge was broken, though completely by accident as Alastair had envisioned himself actually having to fight. 
 
    Damon appeared beside him, looking impressed. The low moans, groans, and growls of the giants echoed around them as they were either buried or injured by their mounts. Though, fortunately, it seemed none of them died from that. “Woah, that was quick. I thought we’d actually have to fight them. I wasn’t looking forward to that.” 
 
    Alastair nodded. He put it behind him quickly. There were still, roughly, fifty other giants to deal with. He walked forward and eyed one of the giants who was screaming and roaring as the lower half of his body was buried under his mount’s massive bulk. Alastair wasn’t sure if his legs survived.  
 
    “The language barrier is going to be a problem if we want to be able to communicate with these things,” Alastair said. “I’d hate to have to slaughter entire populations just because we can’t understand them and they can’t understand us.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Damon said. “That’s definitely going to be a problem with other mortal races, at least. What are these things, anyway? They’re too small to be real Giants, but not quite large enough to be humans, either.” 
 
    Alastair shrugged. “I have no idea and I expect we’ll soon run into quite a lot of confusing things in the near future.” 
 
    He turned to Ishtar, who was just standing there, eyeing the downed giants. “Ishtar, you told us that you could help us with the language barrier, yeah? Well, I could definitely use that help now.” 
 
    She raised an eyebrow, then snapped her fingers. 
 
    Alastair blinked as he felt something burrow into his mind. 
 
      
 
    New [Perk] gained! [All-Speak] 
 
      
 
    He turned to one of the giants and listened to its rant. 
 
    “I’m going to kill you, rip your guts out and feast on your bones! A thousand to you and your ancestors, human!” it screamed.  
 
    Alastair turned and thanked Ishtar. 
 
    “Are you done screaming?” Alastair said, approaching the downed giant, Earthshaper in his grasp. The giant froze at Alastair’s words and eyed him with a wary eye, carrying both fear and uncertainty. Alastair crouched just above the creature’s head and it was smart enough not to attack, even at such close range. “Now, what are you and what is your name?” 
 
    “You speak the tongue of the ogres,” It said, speaking as though the weight of its mount wasn’t crushing its innards. And Alastair blinked as the word registered in his head. That one dragon had told him to be somewhat amenable with these creatures, though he wasn’t quite sure why. Still, it wasn’t as though Alastair was out to get them. “I am Chogtuk, First Rider of the Mughai Clan.” 
 
    “Why are you attacking these villagers?” Damon asked, walking up to the downed ogre. The others it’d rode with were screaming, kicking, and otherwise struggling to be worth talking to. The rest were simply buried underneath the bulk of their mounts and were physically incapable of talking. 
 
    “They are thralls of Magnakai, the Raiser of the Dead,” Chogtuk said in a very well-mannered way. In fact, now that they were actually talking, the ogre seemed quite nice. “We were tasked with their capture, so that our shaman may divine the location of Magnakai, through the link he shares with them.” 
 
    This Magnakai fellow sounded suspiciously like a necromancer, given his apparent title as the Raiser of the Dead. 
 
    Damon nodded, frowning as he leaned back and willed away the mace. “He’s not lying.” 
 
    “Can you lift these things?” Alastair gestured at the bovines screaming on the ground, and the ogres that struggled to escape them. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, sure.” Damon grabbed the nearest bovine and tossed it aside with a slight grunt, surprising Chogtuk, whose eyes widened immensely as Damon moved on to the next one and did the same thing. He repeated the act until all the ogres were free to stand. They gaped at the Hunter. 
 
    “You are a very strong human,” one of them said in awe. He was very friendly for someone who was charging straight toward them with every intent to maim and injure. It was refreshing. “Very thin arms and a small head, but very powerful.” 
 
    Alastair coughed and snickered.  
 
    Damon looked outraged and absently laid his hands over his scalp. “My head is not small!” 
 
    “Eh, it kind of is, now that someone mentioned it,” Alastair said. 
 
    “Tsk, children, maybe, focus on the real issue here?” Ishtar said. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Their eyes are lifeless,” Alastair said as he eyed one of the bound villagers. It was a man who was probably in his late thirties, thin and rugged, gazing off into the distance and seemingly unaware of the fact that the ogres had broken his left arm. Pain did not register to him and all attempts at communication failed. It wasn’t that the man couldn’t understand him or hear him, but it seemed as though the poor villager’s brain simply refused to process any information he was receiving from his senses. Instead, all his actions were dictated by whatever means of control Magnakai had him under. 
 
    The ogres had gathered around him, weary and curious as they were about him and Damon. Despite their initial encounter and their monstrous appearance, the ogres were apparently a very jovial lot who were accepting of outsiders, particularly those who spoke their tongue. More than one of them had already challenged Damon to friendly matches of arm-wrestling and log-throwing within the first ten minutes of their arrival. The massively bulky humanoids even shared cured meats and cheese, which apparently indicated guest rights and friendship. 
 
    The meat was tough, but it was very flavorful and Alastair was reasonably certain that chewing on it caused his jaw to crack. The cheese was tarty, salty, and strangely sweet as well, like milk, honey, and apples. It was apparently made from the milk of their giant mounts. The ogres were, as he knew them, a very interesting people, exactly the sort of crowd that Damon would get lost in and forget about everything else. 
 
    It was surreal and interesting meeting an entirely new race that he knew nothing about, save for a passing familiarity with what they called themselves after that incident with the dragons.   
 
    Alastair had been expecting a fight when they arrived, and that definitely almost happened, but this was a far better alternative. They were quite the durable folk as well; those of them who were buried under several tons of muscles and hooves walked out looking fine and dandy. 
 
    He shook his head and his thoughts returned to the present. 
 
    Alastair frowned and stood up. The old woman, who was bound beside the man, had the same lifeless eyes. And it wasn’t just that. Their skins were paler than what they should have been, living near the coast and all. Alastair expected darker, redder shades from constant sun exposure, but the deathlike paleness was a dead giveaway that something was affecting them. And something definitely was. The smell of death that lingered about them clearly indicated necromantic energies, the energies of the Netherworld. 
 
    “They’re being enthralled,” Ishtar said, walking toward Alastair. “A loose, but powerful connection binds them to the will of another.”  
 
    Ishtar, more than anything, seemed disturbed by the ogres for reasons he cared little to find out. Still, she was respectful, at least, and smiled and chatted with the lumbering behemoths whenever one of them initiated a conversation with her, usually concerning something about her outfit or the staff she carried.  
 
    Ishtar crouched down and laid a hand on the forehead of a bound child. “Their minds are still there, but their bodies are forced to do the bidding of another. They can still perceive the world around them, but they are not in control; this is horrific.” 
 
    Alastair nodded. Around them, the bound men and women groaned and moaned, like feverish, deathly patients. “Is it possible to trace whoever’s controlling them?” 
 
    Ishtar’s eyes narrowed. “It’s possible, but we’d need someone else with some skill in manipulating death magic. I know hundreds of forms of magic, even ones that would have resulted in my arrest and execution within the empire, but death magic is… unknown to me.” 
 
    “Or,” she continued, “instead of a death magic user, we can use the prowess of someone who knows the polar opposite, life magic.” 
 
    The ogres around them grumbled in agreement and Zugzug, their regiment leader, walked forward. He was taller than the others, and bigger, bulkier, and fatter. His every footstep caused the ground to shake as he approached. He eyed the bound villagers and sighed. Zugzug was the grimmest among the First Riders, an air of seriousness lingering over him. “The Shaman of the Mughai Clan holds immense mastery over life magic,” he said. “Many strangers have journeyed into the Eternal Steppes, seeking her aid.” 
 
    “Good,” Isthar said, nodding. “She can be used to track the source of the magic that binds these people.” 
 
    “Zazdaria holds great hatred for the raiser of the dead,” Zugzug added. “She would be honored to help in stopping Magnakai.” 
 
    “And this necromancer is apparently fond of enthralling innocent villagers is he?” Alastair asked no one in particular, barely holding back the rage that simmered within his soul. This Magnakai reminded him too much of Memnon, which meant he needed to die—because anyone who vaguely resembled Memnon in both their deeds and goals deserved to be killed. 
 
    Chogtuk, who was apparently the second in command, stepped forth and stood at the side of Zugzug. He was much shorter than their leader, but the difference was barely noticeable from where Alastair stood. They were a fairly large people. “Magnakai cares little for the lives of others,” Chogtuk said. “He takes what he believes belongs to him, even at the cost of lives. Our tribe has been at war with him and his dead army for the last two years. We believe he is searching for something in the steppes.” 
 
    Alastair nodded and turned over his shoulder, glancing at the pile of bound villagers. At the center of the hamlet, Damon was busy arm wrestling two ogres at once. He shook his head and turned to Zugzug, pointing a finger at the villagers. “What should we do about them?” 
 
    He didn’t quite care about them, but it’d leave a bitter taste on his tongue if they suffered and died and he had the ability to do something about it. 
 
    Zugzug grunted and sighed. He seemed tired, like an old warrior who’d seen too many battles. The numerous scars across his bulk attested to that. The leader of the First Riders ran a hand across his scalp, a frustrated look upon his face. “Normally, the clan would take them on for a while, keeping them safe from the dangers of the steppes, whilst Zazdaria heals them. But the Mughai Clan is already overburdened with Magnakai’s victims. We have no choice but to leave these people here.” 
 
    Alastair turned to Ishtar, but she already had an answer to the question he was yet to ask her. She seemed vaguely amused. “No, I have no idea how to fix them,” Ishtar said. “As I said, death magic was used here and I know nothing about it. At best, I can put them in stasis so they won’t die of hunger, thirst, and exposure while they’re here. They won’t age, either, while they’re stuck in a time loop.” 
 
    “So, will you do that?” Alastair asked. 
 
    She didn’t have to do anything she didn’t want to do. Hells, Alastair was expecting her to just walk off and disappear, since she’d already given them the ability to communicate in any language. Her reason for staying was a mystery, but ultimately irrelevant. The fact that she chose to stay and be helpful was a miracle. Alastair knew he had much to learn from a woman who was likely older than the oldest civilizations that’d ever emerged upon this world. Her company was also a welcome one, being wise and knowledgeable about many things. He didn’t want her to leave. 
 
    “Eh, I might as well,” she said, shrugging. By the look in her eyes, Ishtar honestly didn’t seem to care about the villagers themselves. She seemed distant and apathetic, despite referring to their affliction as horrific. No, Alastair realized almost immediately after that she did care, to some extent. But the horrors she’d seen in the wars of her empire likely made this particular one look mundane by comparison. 
 
    “Alright,” she began, turning to the ogres, who stood idly by the pile of bound villagers. Ishtar pointed at them. “Everyone stay away from the civilians—I am about to mess with time and space.” 
 
    Ishtar raised the Boneheaded Staff and uttered arcane words that sounded more akin to the grinding and breaking of glass than actual human speech. The world shook around her and the ogres backed away rather quickly, despite their bulk. Still, most of the ogres didn’t seem too interested in the magical display and went about whatever it was they were doing. Damon was too far away to notice anything and was also far too engrossed in what appeared to be a drinking contest of some kind. Tsk, they barely knew each other for an hour and now it seemed as though Damon was a drinking buddy to all the ogres. 
 
    It was unsurprising. 
 
    After five or so seconds of chanting in an arcane tongue, Ishtar slammed the Boneheaded Staff into the ground and let loose a brief, but powerful, colorless pulse that radiated outward, disappearing into the distance and stunning all around her. Her spell must have worked; the magic he’d felt being used was far above anything Memnon ever performed. He looked to the bound villagers and found them covered in a strange, transparent shroud that had a faint, but noticeable, bluish hue. They weren’t moving and their faces seemed stuck, frozen.  
 
    So, this is what she meant by putting them in stasis, Alastair thought. Ishtar locked them in time. 
 
    And that meant they wouldn’t die from hunger or dehydration any time soon. 
 
    “Phew!” Ishtar wiped a bead of sweat from her brows. She sighed and breathed in, looking moderately winded as though she’d just finished sprinting. “It’s been a while since I’ve casted anything on that level. That really stretched my limbs, it did.” 
 
    “So, they’ll be safe?” Zugzug asked, scratching the back of his head. He seemed perturbed by Ishtar now, as were all the other ogres, who stepped away from Ishtar—not that she was complaining about it. Ishtar didn’t seem to enjoy company as much as normal people did. 
 
    Ishtar nodded, having already recovered from her use of magic. “The spell is powerful, but ultimately simple. All I have to do to return them to the natural flow of time is to touch the stasis veil that surrounds them. No one else can free them, so they’ll be perfectly safe until I come back and free them.” 
 
    Zugzug nodded. “I guess that settles that problem. There’s no reason for my boys and I to remain in this hamlet any longer.” 
 
    He turned to Alastair. “The First Riders will be moving out. Do you wish to accompany us back to our clan? Adventurers are always welcome and, since you aided us, the Chieftain would be sure to offer the three of you a boon and a feast afterward.” 
 
    Yes, they seemed like the kind of folk who loved to feast and drink and make merry to their heart’s content. Alastair could already picture immensely large tables, filled to the brim with massive slabs of roasted meats, cheeses, and wine. There would be laughter, a few friendly contests, and hearty cheers. 
 
    It sounded like a nightmare if he was being honest, being around so many people—really big, and really tall people at that. 
 
    Alastair turned to Ishtar, who shrugged. She didn’t care either way. Damon, on the other hand, would be devastated if they didn’t accompany the ogres, since he was probably already invited to a few weddings by that point. Personally, Alastair was quite curious about the creatures; it’d be good to learn more about them in their own land and to learn more about the world at large, in general. What’d he have to lose? Besides, it should prove to be both fun and educational for all of them. 
 
    Alastair smiled. “Do you have a spare one of those gigantic mounts? What are they called anyway?” 
 
    Zugzug nodded. “Our people call them direhorns. Most of our meat and all of our cheese comes from them, the great providers and nurturers of the steppes. Without them, our people would be forced to enter the lands of the humans. We have a spare one, yes, but all three of you will have to share the mount. And there’s no saddle.” 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Alastair said. Making a saddle for one of those massive bovine creatures would be easy. He still had quite a bit of the Primal Goliath’s hide left in his inventory, alongside the Nightstalker’s pelt to go along with it. The only problem was that the direhorns might be too spooked by their presence to stay still. Animals and mundane beasts in general seemed to be fearful of his and Damon’s presence. Alastair’s running theory was that the simple creatures must be capable of sensing their power and would react as they would when in the presence of some great apex predator. “I think we’ll manage quite well without a saddle.” 
 
    Zugzug grunted and nodded, before turning and barking, “Boys, this mission has been a success and we’re going home! So, start packing! We’ll be gone within the hour!” 
 
    The massive ogre’s voice boomed across the tiny hamlet. The other ogres roared and cheered, and the place somehow became even livelier than before as cheeses and dried meats were passed around and eaten. Chogtuk approached and offered him a whole slab of dried meat that was probably too hard for him to chew on directly, given his normal human mouth as opposed to Damon who could probably chew on a rock and be fine afterward. Alastair accepted it, of course, since he could probably just boil it for five or so hours when he got the chance. Plus, the meat itself was quite good. Despite its hardness, the flavor was subtle and sweet. He’d have already eaten a whole slab of it if he could. As it was, Alastair simply sent it into his inventory since it was recognized as an ingredient. 
 
    After that, he met up with Damon who’d lost—clearly deliberately—to a female ogre, who was quite the rugged beauty. Her fattened bulk served to accentuate her curves and her face, while larger and thicker than normal, held a feminine beauty that would have caught the gazes of many admirers. She caught Damon’s gaze, alright, though Damon was ogling her breasts more than her face, given her rather revealing clothes, which, to be fair, was a common thing among the ogres, male or female. Still, she didn’t seem to mind that fact or simply didn’t care. The ogres celebrated her victory over Damon with a casket of fermented direhorn milk. 
 
    “We’re going with them?” Damon smiled excitedly.  
 
    Alastair chuckled and shook his head. All things considered, Damon would probably be right at home with the ogres. He was certainly happy with them, so far. And the hulking humanoids were very welcoming of strangers, it seemed. Even Alastair could see himself living amongst them. 
 
    But that’d come after he traversed the world and saw all that was for him to see. 
 
    Then again, such a life might be impossible for him. He needed to unite all the mortal races of the world under a single banner, an Empire that dominated all. Living a simple life among the ogres wouldn’t be possible. 
 
    But that was for the future. For now, there was no reason to deny himself the simple pleasures of life, the taste of good food and the beauty of good company—towering company, but still. 
 
    Several minutes later, Alastair, Damon, and Ishtar found themselves riding upon the shaggy back of a direhorn. The creature was, unsurprisingly, spooked by their presence at first, though likely less so in Ishtar’s case. It wasn’t until Alastair was forced to whack it over the head that the gigantic bovine finally stopped resisting them, lowering its head in some form of deference and submission. Alastair crafted a simple palanquin on its back, made entirely of wood, which he’d pilfered off the numerous boats that were docked on the outskirts of the hamlet. The villagers would have no need for it, given their apparent timelessness. A palanquin, because a saddle would have been incredibly uncomfortable, given the shape of the creature’s back.  
 
    The ground shook with the footsteps of fifty-one direhorns, each one was easily the size of a small keep and with legs as thick as trees. The journey through the vast steppes was far from silent. The ogres made themselves busy with songs that they all sang in chorus, something about the eternal blue sky and a legendary figure, Chigris Khan, who was said to have mounted the legendary Crimson Cloud and united the ogres in a time of great sorrow and death. They sang of great glories and endless feasts, of a time when the ogres would once again unite under the rider of the Crimson Cloud, who was fated to return in a time of great calamity, when the ogres were threatened with destruction. 
 
    Alastair quite liked the song, though he wasn’t sure what the Crimson Cloud was or if it actually existed. Damon thoroughly enjoyed it as well, bursting into song with the ogres, even if he couldn’t hold a tune if his life depended on it. Ishtar was asleep or feigning it. Whatever the case, she was content with ignoring the world and being ignored in turn. 
 
    Their journey brought them across seemingly endless plains. They passed by wild herds of grazing direhorns and what appeared to be massive sheep, each one was about as big as a wagon. A few of the ogres dismounted from their direhorns and began hunting down a few of the gigantic sheep, which were apparently known as white-cloud sheep. Their meat was neither tender nor succulent, but that might have been due to how they were cooked. Still, the creatures made for a hearty dinner when the sun finally dipped. 
 
    It was then that Alastair realized he’d never really seen the sunrise from beyond the Charred Mountains. Well, there was always a first time for everything, it seemed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Magnakai came from beyond the sea, from a desert land with dunes of gold and great stone monoliths that reach for the sky.” Zazdaria, Shaman of the Mughai Clan, recounted the tail of the necromancer’s apparent coming.  
 
    Zazdaria was a tall, beautiful ogre, whose curly locks, golden eyes, and fair bronze skin would not have been out of place in a court of nobles. She did not possess the same rugged looks as the other ogre women had and she was noticeably shorter and feebler than them, too—more akin to freakishly tall woman by human standards, but not quite tall enough to be immediately identified as a member of another species. She wore a strange robe that was made mostly of animal skin and bone, and an ornate necklace that was decorated with tiny skulls and gemstones. Still, Alastair found himself captivated by her as she spoke.  
 
    “He stayed in the human city of M’kesh for a year, before he was driven out for raising the dead in their cemetery,” Zazdaria continued. “He should have been killed, but the worm somehow survived the attempts on his life. After that, Magnakai traveled across the vast lands of Urd.” Zazdaria growled, revealing the almost canine-like fangs that were apparently common to female ogres. “He ravaged entire villages and hamlets, turning innocent people into mindless drones for his own pleasure and gain. He is searching for an artifact—I know it. The Mughai Clan has discovered him many a time, forcing his new slaves to dig through ancient burial mounds of the ancient horse-lords, who once ruled the steppes.” 
 
    Around her, the other ogres, shamans in training and healers, grumbled in agreement and annoyance. Zazdaria continued, “The First Riders nearly caught him in that nameless hamlet, but the worm escaped, before our warriors arrived. Still, he has been denied more slaves and servants for his goals.” 
 
    Alastair nodded and turned to his companions. Damon seemed both angry and disturbed, while Ishtar merely seemed pensive and contemplative. This was, no doubt, not nearly as horrific for her as it was for them, given her history.  
 
    “Has he enthralled ogres as well?” Alastair asked. “Is that why your tribe is set on stopping him?”  
 
    Zazdaria seemed offended by his query if her frown was anything to go by. And Alastair briefly considered the possibility that they might just get thrown out of the ogre’s camp and goodwill, simply because of that. But Zazdaria merely shook her head.  
 
    “Ogres have a natural resistance to magic,” Zazdaria said. “Magnakai is not nearly powerful enough to break through our latent strength. But, as the inheritors of the steppes, it is the duty of my people to ensure peace and prosperity to those that dwell in this place with us, including the humans.” 
 
    Alastair nodded. It was a strangely altruistic reason that he would not have thought of, if he was being honest. So he leaned forward, deciding to move on before someone started asking questions. The simplest question to ask next, therefore, was, “Do you know where he is?” 
 
    Zazdaria grimaced and shook her head. The ogres around her grumbled inaudible things, but they all seemed to share the same disappointment in themselves. “We do not know where the defiler is. He travels under the guise of an innocent traveler, sometimes appearing as an old man, and other times appearing as a lost girl in need of aid. At best, we can make guesses as to which village or hamlet he may attack next, but the lands of Urd are vast. It is impossible to know every single human habitation that exists, much less the ones that are small and unremarkable.” 
 
    Alastair sighed. Their problem was not one that was easily solved and trying to guess at which settlement the necromancer would attack next seemed like an exercise in futility, unless they somehow got extremely lucky. Faced with such odds, the best thing to do would simply be to move further than Magnakai himself. If he was digging through ancient burial mounds in search of some artifact, it would be far more prudent and likely more productive if they simply sought out the burial mounds themselves. 
 
    “What do you think he’s looking for?” Damon asked.  
 
    Obviously, Magnakai was looking for a magical artifact of some sort, something that was powerful enough to be worth the effort of upsetting an entire tribe of gigantic humanoids with arms powerful enough to crush bones and rocks. 
 
    Zazdaria shook her head. “The burial mounds of the ancient Horse Lords are home to a great deal of artifacts that would likely catch the interest of the defiler. But, as with each defiled burial mound we come across, we discovered that Magnakai hasn’t taken any of the artifacts within, merely ruffled and misplaced them in his search.” 
 
    Ishtar nodded at that, muttering, “Whatever he’s searching for is probably more valuable than everything else or it’s something deeply personal to him. Perhaps, it might be an artifact that’s related to his ability to raise the dead? Death magic takes a toll on the body. This Magnakai fellow might be searching for a way to preserve himself.” 
 
    Zazdaria leaned in, clearly interested in Ishtar’s words.  
 
    Ishtar shrugged. “But that’s just a theory,” she said. “I can’t come up with anything concrete unless I know more about him. So, do you… know more about him? Even the tiniest details will be of aid.” 
 
    Zazdaria raised an eyebrow, then shrugged. “We know little about the madman, but we do know that he came from the lands beyond the Southern Sea, where ancient kings once ruled from atop great monoliths that reach for the sky. Senekt, it is called, the land of the Desert Kings and is home to the Fiends, practitioners of demon magic.” 
 
    Ishtar’s eyebrows arose. “Demon magic? Why that’s definitely something I’ve got to see someday.” 
 
    That little line of hers almost immediately caused the surrounding ogres to stir. They eyed her warily and Alastair was reasonably certain that one of them might have outright assaulted her if it weren’t for the guest rights they were under.  
 
    Ishtar chuckled, “Ah, whatever the case, it seems to me that this Magnakai fellow is an outcast of sorts, someone who’s been driven out and left to fend for themselves. But I believe he seeks to redeem himself in some way, which is probably why he’s searching so fervently, with little regard to the consequences of his actions.” 
 
    Alastair found many faults in her logic. Mostly the fact that it must have taken some considerable mental leaps to arrive at such a conclusion, but Ishtar’s was the best theory at the moment. And so, he went with it. Alastair nodded and leaned forward. “Of the treasures and artifacts of these… Horse Lords, are there any that stand far above the rest?”  
 
    Zazdaria and Ishtar raised their eyebrows. 
 
    “What?” Ishtar asked. 
 
    It stood to reason that Magnakai was searching for the most powerful artifact there was, something that held enough latent power to elevate himself above others. It also made sense, considering Ishtar’s analysis of the whole thing, which was still questionable. Alastair did not like jumping into possible conclusions, but the necromancer, logically, must be searching for the most powerful artifact there was, yeah? Then again, artifacts could not be scaled, like a spectrum. Unless made for the exact same reason, but using different materials, artifacts weren’t stronger or weaker than each other. They were often made for different purposes and their strength was defined by how they were used. 
 
    An artifact that was capable of shooting fireballs, for instance, would be utterly useless in a burning forest as opposed to one that could shoot gusts of cold winds. 
 
    The trail of thought essentially brought him back to square one. 
 
    He shook his head and decided to ask a different question, before Zazdaria called him out on his presumptuous and, frankly, stupid question. “Err… on second thought, I don’t think that’ll work. Just how many burial mounds are there, anyway?” 
 
    If there were only a few of them, it might be possible to create something that could monitor these places. In the depths of Alastair’s mind, an artifact revealed itself in the shape of a small hand mirror, capable of viewing and monitoring across immense distances, unbothered by walls or borders. What it did not show, however, was the materials needed to actually craft the bloody thing. Still, knowing that he could craft it was interesting in itself. He’d have to look into it later; whether or not it was immediately useful remained to be seen. 
 
    “There are hundreds of burial mounds,” Zazdaria said and Alastair couldn’t help but deflate at her words. Ishtar chuckled softly. “And those are just the ones we know about,” Zazdaria continued, “the Horse Lords built a vast empire and many of them were buried with great honors, alongside their spoils of war—piles of gold, silver, gems, and magical artifacts.” 
 
    “Who is the greatest of them?” Damon asked. Everyone’s attention turned to him. “I mean, these Horse Lords must have someone who’s a cut above the rest, right?” 
 
    “We do not know,” Zazdaria said, sighing. “We know little about them, save for the stories that have been passed down through the generations.” 
 
    “Finding this guy’s going to be a pain,” Alastair groaned, but he did not despair. At the very least, he now knew how Magnakai apparently operated. Wherever his enthralled slaves gathered, he was sure to be there. In fact, the scent of blood that’d first caught Damon’s attention might have been due to the necromancer’s handiwork. If they had arrived in that hamlet a little earlier, they might have caught the madman. 
 
    “Whatever the case,” Zazdaria began, standing up to her full height, which then prompted the other ogres to stand as well. She was relatively short for her people.  
 
    Alastair, Damon, and Ishtar took that as the signal to stand as well.  
 
    Zazdaria smiled and nodded at them. “We will not find the defiler tonight—for tonight is a night of celebration. Tomorrow the tribe will resume its hunt, but not tonight, no. Tonight, we shall feast and make merry.” 
 
    At that, the grim atmosphere from earlier dissipated almost instantly at the mention of a feast. The surrounding ogres roared and cheered as Zazdaria opened the flap of her tent, grinning. Damon’s grin would have split his face apart if it could. And Ishtar seemed only mildly interested. Outside, the thrums and sounds of festivities boomed, foreign songs and instruments playing not-so-harmoniously as hundreds of ogres danced wildly to its beats. Their footsteps and ruckus caused the ground to shake.  
 
    “Come, guests,” Zazdaria said, “there is plenty of food to be eaten and drinks to be drunk. You shall not find yourselves lacking!” 
 
    The ogres, the healers and Zazdaria’s apprentices, all eagerly rushed out of the tent to join the tribe’s festivities. Damon immediately followed after them and disappeared into the crowd of massive bodies and hulking, humanoid forms. Zazdaria stayed behind and sat down just as Ishtar made her way out of the tent, chuckling to herself as a massive ogre handed her an equally massive tankard, filled with alcohol. 
 
    Alastair turned to Zazdaria. She just sat there, looking almost contemplative, completely unaware that he was still there, watching her. “Are you alright?” 
 
    If Zazdaria was startled, she hid it quite well. Her golden eyes turned to meet him and Alastair suddenly found himself at a loss for words as the herculean beauty regarded him with a flat stare. After a while, Zazdaria simply nodded and gestured for the spot beside her, a cushion of soft animal furs and pelts. Alastair smiled and sat beside her. She smiled back, before burying her face in her hands and sighing deeply. When their faces met once more, Alastair saw the exhaustion in her eyes and worry that crept over her face.  
 
    “I am quite alright, Alastair,” Zazdaria said. “I am simply… concerned, I suppose. Life was calm and peaceful before the defiler came and began his conquest. I fear this might incite some of the younger members of my tribe to return to the Old Ways.” 
 
    “The Old Ways?” Alastair repeated. He hadn’t heard about it from any of the other ogres. Their culture was foreign, but not in any unnatural way. There was a lot to learn about them, their religion, beliefs, and history—most of which were glossed over during the long trip to this place. On a purely academic level, Alastair was curious enough about it to ask. “What is that?” 
 
    Zazdaria gave him a sad smile. “It is a relic… a memory of our dark days, in an age where the ogres were known as the Tyrants of the Wastes, the Devourers of the Dead. Though most have forgotten, there are some of us who remember and fear its return. My people weren’t always the peaceful guardians of the steppes as we are now. Once, we were monsters and savages, riding out across the open plains, burning and massacring as we went; entire civilizations were drowned in blood and the ogres, our ancestors, feasted on the remains. We were conquerors and destroyers, the bane of the steppes and the nightmares of humanity, given form.” 
 
    A long silence passed as Alastair processed her words. In hindsight, all that bulk the ogres had would have been far more useful and productive conquering and subjugating. They were naturally built for fighting, for strength and durability. Armed with only a bone club and donned in furs, an ogre would still beat any human knight. They were stronger, faster, and more ferocious. And they were apparently naturally resistant to magic. Hells, it seemed as though they were engineered to be warriors. 
 
    Alastair’s eyes narrowed. He might need to ask Ishtar a few questions later. 
 
    Still, it was a miracle the ogres hadn’t already conquered the world at this point. “What changed?” 
 
    “A scarlet dragon appeared before our ancestors and humbled them,” Zazdaria said.  
 
    Alastair found himself blinking several times, until it finally clicked.  
 
    “She taught my ancestors the path to peace and prosperity, to be the protectors, the vanguard of the innocent,” Zazdaria said. “Over time, the ancients changed their ways and the land of Urd was better for it. Now, however, a few of the younger ogres have displayed a greater penchant for violence, a greater thirst for bloodshed, just like our ancestors.” The concern and the worry that laced her voice were almost palpable.  
 
    Alastair considered it for a moment and decided that, yes, this was definitely a far bigger problem than one rogue necromancer who was busy digging the graves of ancient kings.  
 
    “I fear for them, but the elders have assured me that they will be properly trained in the True Path,” she said. “Despite that, I cannot help but worry. There are signs. I see them in the water, I feel them in the air, and glimpse them in the clouds—all of it pointing to a single, distant thing. A great calamity will befall the world soon and the ogres will stand at the center of it.” 
 
    “You seem so sure of that.” Alastair raised an eyebrow, and Zazdaria chuckled. He shook his head. He didn’t know much about them, but it seemed quite clear that Zazdaria was jumping at shadows. Her fears were unfounded and served only to stress her out further. “The future’s not set in stone… or the air or the sky,” Alastair continued. “It’s changing constantly. Your people are warriors, are they not? If there’s a big calamity coming along, I’m sure they will definitely be standing at the center, not as conquerors or tyrants, but as defenders and sentinels.” 
 
    Zazdaria smiled, giving Alastair a brief glimpse of her fangs. “Thanks for that. And maybe you’re right. It’s been centuries since the Old Ways stopped and it seems to have been stopped for good. Still… I can’t help but worry. The portents are disturbing. And I fear for the future of my people. This… debacle with Magnakai has awakened the martial side of many of my people. It scares me more than I’d like to admit.” 
 
    Awkwardly, Alastair laid a hand on her bare shoulder. Her bronze-hued skin was smooth and warm, and soft. Their eyes met and an uncomfortable amount of heat made its way across his form, a warm flood that made his skin tingle with a strange excitement. Still, Alastair forced himself to speak through the sudden haze that’d befallen his mind. “It’s going to be okay, alright? Your people are awesome and great. You are awesome, great, and beautiful. There’s nothing to worry about.” 
 
    Zazdaria blinked and smiled for real. And Alastair felt his heart skip a beat. Her golden eyes seemed to glow with the faint sunlight that seeped through the tent. Their eyes locked for a moment and Alastair had to physically wrench himself away from her gaze. He cleared his throat and stood abruptly. “Well, I think I’m going to—” 
 
    Her hand shot up and grasped his. Alastair felt the warmth and the softness of her palms. Zazdaria stood up, bent down, and planted a soft kiss on his right cheek. Up close, he caught her scent—a cool breeze from the peak of a great mountain, the vibrant, but subtle smell of the sky. He liked it.  
 
    “Thank you for your words, Alastair,” she said. “They helped. You’re a good man.” 
 
    Alastair huffed and smiled faintly. That was probably the last thing he’d describe himself by, despite what Damon thought. Was he a good man? He wasn’t sure—no one was. Still, he took the compliment for what it was and smiled.  
 
    “I try to be,” he said. 
 
    Zazdaria’s smile fell. “No, you are a good man. I can see it in you. There are few men like you in the world, but I hope you won’t stop trying anytime soon.” 
 
    Alastair turned to her and met her gaze. “I won’t make promises, but I will try my best… Zazdaria.” 
 
    “Good,” she said, pushing open her tent flap with a bright and lovely smile. “I believe you have a friend who is getting drunk without you by his side.” 
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    Alastair decided that he did not enjoy festivities as much as Damon enjoyed them. Alastair thought as much, whilst nibbling on a small piece of cheese and taking a sip of the local brew from a cup that was really more akin to a jug. Its contents were amazing, however; Alastair had never tasted milk wine before. The very idea of it was alien to him and yet it boggled him how no one in the Middle Kingdom had come up with it. It tasted almost like yogurt, but sweeter and with the distinct taste of alcohol in the mix, though it wasn’t strong enough to be bitter. The cheese was subtle and sweet, hallway between crumbly and soft. It was almost like feta, but less firm and far less salty. On his lap was a massive plate of meat, moist and tender and fresh of the roasting spit. The smell of smoke permeated the air around him.   
 
    Alastair had to admit, however, that the food was unfamiliar and that he’d likely come to miss the food of Larisa—the roast chicken, the mashed and buttered potatoes, the flat bread, the cheese, and all the little things that he’d overlooked. Still, what he had now was good and Alastair enjoyed all of it either way.   
 
    As the ogres caroused and made merry, the sounds of their laughter and their celebration echoed and boomed and filled the afternoon. It was more than a little loud and Alastair was fairly certain he’d have gone deaf if it wasn’t for his regeneration. 
 
    Yes, they had been drinking some two or three hours after high noon and did not look to be stopping anytime soon. Damon, most of all, was already on his fourth barrel of fermented milk and did not look to be stopping anytime soon as more and more ogres stepped up to challenge him in what had devolved into an all-out drinking game, involving any and all members of the tribe, including other guests and the recovering victims of Magnakai. Thus far, Damon was yet to face an opponent that actually had a chance at beating him. A lot of ogres were passed out around him, a testament to his glorious powers, drunk off their asses, whilst Damon stood firm and resolute, unbroken and unbowed. It was only a matter of time until the chief of the tribe stepped up to join the mess. 
 
    They were happy. That much was clear to see. But, Alastair mused, it wasn’t the sort of happiness he could readily partake in. At the very least, he was happy that Damon was happy and that was enough. 
 
    Alastair quickly finished his food and drink and set off to explore the other parts of the very large camp that may as well have been a minor city. The celebrations were going on everywhere and nearly everyone was involved in it, merrily drinking and feasting to their hearts’ content as the ogres apparently had an infinite supply of alcohol and meat. More importantly, their appetites were certainly large enough to want for more. Despite that, the ogres were generous. As he walked, Alastair received offers of plates of food or massive mugs, filled with milk wine. Turning them down was difficult, due to most of the ogres being already drunk and were incapable of taking no for an answer. 
 
    And that was how he ended up with a plate full of marrow and meat, and another extra-large mug of wine, which Alastair then promptly offered to another ogre, only to receive more in turn. It was a vicious cycle that lasted for a while, until he reached the quieter areas of the camp, where Magnakai’s victims were kept for medication and healing, massive hide tents, within which were rows upon rows of dead-eyed thralls, all humans, bound by their hands and feet. They murmured with low, hushed voices, and seemed to squirm and struggle futilely against their bonds, but also seemingly unaware of the fact that they were bound to begin with. 
 
    There were hundreds and hundreds of them. Like sardines, the thralls were placed close to each other as the ogre healers looked them over, placing bone charms and totems upon their chests, while uttering prayers. Alastair eyed the healers as they worked. They were slow and methodical, and their methods seemed to combine alchemy and magic in the use of poultices, pastes, and potions. Still, despite that, they were somewhat successful in that they were capable of freeing these people from their mind prisons. Zazdaria had not explained it in depth, but Alastair understood enough. 
 
    They could not fight the necromancer’s hold over the people’s minds. It was impossible—for them, at least—simply because they did not know how. Zazdaria was a natural prodigy with life magic, but she lacked formal training and relied exclusively on her instincts, which wasn’t exactly a bad thing. It did, however, impede her ability to deal with the more complicated forms of magic. She did, despite that, devise a way for curing them. If breaking the hold was impossible, then the next best thing was to get rid of the mind itself, thereby nullifying the spell as there was nothing to hold onto. Of course, she was aware of the consequences and so devised another way to ensure they didn’t turn the thralls into mindless, human-shaped vegetables that could even think for themselves. By anchoring their consciousness into a fixed point in time in the distant past, the healers could simply revert their minds into what and who they were during said point. Essentially, they broke the necromancer’s spell by sending a thrall’s consciousness into the past, far enough from the present that Magnakai’s hold simply wouldn’t be able to reach them. 
 
    All things considered, forgetting a whole year of your life wasn’t that bad when compared to the alternative, which was a lifetime of slavery or becoming a human vegetable. Of course, the thralls awoke extremely confused and extremely afraid. 
 
    It was far from perfect, especially because of the fact that the fixed points could be anywhere between a year and five. There were parents who awoke unaware of the fact they had children, or spouses who awoke with no memory of ever getting married or ever having met the love of their life. The ogres helped them as best as they could, but there was only so much they could do to help a single human being. 
 
    “So you’re not interested in a drinking contest?” Ishtar’s voice wrung him out of his musing. Alastair’s eyes snapped to the side, where he saw her squatting beside one of the former thralls, a boy, who was roughly the same age as he was. He’d been put to sleep, most of the recently healed were. She gestured at a spot beside her, plush furs. Behind him, the thrums of the feast continued. 
 
    Alastair shook his head. 
 
    “It’s too loud for me. Too many people,” he said, taking a seat beside her.  
 
    She wore the same clothes they found her in and yet she seemed pristine. Alastair was fairly certain she hadn’t taken a bath, since they escaped the cavern. He stared ahead and eyed the healers as they worked. He wanted to help, but Alastair wasn’t sure how. The magic they used was not something he could replicate easily. And alchemy was not in his repertoire. It was frustrating, wanting to help and not being able to.  
 
    “Damon enjoys such occasions,” Alastair said. “I do not. Do you?” 
 
    “I used to,” Ishtar said with a distant eye and a faint smile. “But that was when I was young and wild and fond of making stupid decisions that, more often than not, bit me in the ass at some point.” 
 
    Alastair chuckled. “What happened? Did you grow old?” 
 
    Ishtar huffed with amusement. “Hah, old people are just as fond of making stupid decisions. No, at some point during the war, after witnessing all the horrors, feasts and celebrations became almost offensive to me. There was nothing to celebrate.” 
 
    Her aura turned grim as she stared at the people. “I spoke to the Shaman about the ritual to find Magnakai, using her life magic. Well, it won’t work, apparently, because she can’t channel her magic beyond her instincts. Tsk, she reminds me of the Thrakata, super-soldiers with an innate resistance to magic—honestly makes me wonder if they’re their descendants. The Thrakata weren’t sterile and there were reports that their children apparently inherited their—” 
 
    Her eyes widened. Her shoulders tightened, but soon she relaxed. Alastair wanted her to continue speaking. Almost everything that came out of her mouth was interesting. It was like listening to a scholar. And that was why he did not want her to leave. There was so much to learn from her.  
 
    “Ah, forgive an old warrior for reminiscing about her past,” she said. “What about you, Alastair? Have you always been the introverted kid, who shied away from others or do you just hate people?” 
 
    “Hah.” Alastair chuckled again, though it was a half-hearted chuckle at best. He paused and considered her question for a moment. Looking back, he never really had a lot of friends, maybe two or three that lasted no more than a year at most, until he grew bored of them and their company. Damon was the constant figure, Damon from childhood to adulthood. “It’s a little bit of both, I think,” Alastair said. “After my parents disappeared, I just sort of retreated into myself, I suppose, buried myself in books and old journals, imagining myself anywhere but there. I wanted to be off on grand adventures, you see, where I wouldn’t have to think about the fact that I was alone.” Alastair paused, a smile creeping across his face as he reminisced. “Damon was the only other kid who shared my enthusiasm. And, really, the only one I can stand being around. And that’s how we became lifelong friends.” 
 
    “What a very interesting story,” Ishtar said in a not-so-subtle sarcastic way that made it circle back into an actual joke. Alastair chuckled. “Anyway, what’re you planning on doing after this?” she asked. “The feast has to end at some point and you’ll be chasing after the madman responsible for this tomorrow, assuming that’s what you still want to do.” 
 
    Alastair paused for a moment. He’d already made up his mind and, really, what else was there for him to do? Putting down evil folk and— 
 
    His eyes widened. He stood up abruptly, surprising Ishtar who leaned away from him. Alastair then slapped his forehead. My Seeker of Justice perk allows me to track down criminals! he realized. I’ve never used it before, but now is probably the best time to do so. 
 
    He turned to her and smiled. “I think I know how to find Magnakai. I have… something that I’ve never really used before, but I think it might just work.” 
 
    He turned and stepped out, before stopping halfway. Ishtar gave him an incredulous look as he glanced over. “Don’t get your hopes up, though. It might not work as well as I’m hoping.” 
 
    The woman shrugged, right before Alastair went away. She really didn’t seem to care about anything and, well, he couldn’t blame her. Everything that was happening was likely something she’d already seen hundreds or thousands of variants of. Ishtar seemed bored, if nothing else, but she still seemed interested in helping people. 
 
    Alastair walked to the very edge of the camp, where he opened his system’s map feature. It revealed the tents as white boxes, hundreds and hundreds of them, and Alastair was displayed with a simple yellow indicator, which marked him as a permanent ally. He was also surrounded by hundreds and hundreds of blue dots, which likely indicated the ogres and everyone else present who weren’t hostile to them. Red dots, on the other hand, would have indicated the presence of foes—but there were none of those, thankfully. Beyond the camp itself were several hundred more blue dots, which were likely the ogres’ direhorns and other livestock, most of which were grazing the grasses of the plains, devouring huge tracts of green. They were surprisingly gentle creatures. And even further beyond that were the near-endless lands of Urd, the steppe sea that stretched beyond the horizon. 
 
    It appeared as a featureless plain on his map, stretching outward, seemingly without end no matter how much Alastair zoomed out. The only real outlier was the border that marked the Blasted Lands to the west, but that was neither here nor there. The steppes themselves were vast beyond imagining, likely large enough that one could shove the Middle Kingdom in it three times over and still have room for more. There were a few other ‘camps’ here and there, dotted around at random, and a few lines of rivers that ran northwards and southwards, with a few tributaries that stretched out to nowhere. 
 
    Alastair breathed in and closed his eyes. He wasn’t sure how this particular ability worked, but—like most of his abilities—it probably worked through intuition. At the very least, there was no way the necromancer did not break any of the rules of the ‘gods’ and men. Magnakai, the Defiler of the Dead and the Living, where is he?  
 
    The map stirred for a moment and an arrow appeared to the far southwestern border. With a mental command, Alastair had the map move downward, closer and closer to the coast. It moved until the red arrow turned into a dot somewhere in one of the myriad of coastal settlements that dotted the place. His eyes narrowed. And Alastair turned, before pausing just as quickly. 
 
    No, he could do this by himself. Damon did not have to be disturbed from the festivities and neither did the ogres. One Necromancer was not and could never be a serious threat to him. He was no stranger to death magic and was already well acquainted with its effects. And, truth be told, necromancy was not powerful in terms of direct combat. Most of its abilities were slow and often required a lot of time to really become effective. Unless Magnakai had a skeletal army with him, Alastair saw no real reason to be afraid. 
 
    “You’re too obvious.” Ishtar suddenly appeared beside him. He stiffened slightly at the fact that he did not hear her footsteps and she did not appear in the map feature. Still, he’d gotten slightly used to her silence. “I can hear a lot of your thoughts, you know? I thought you and Damon were the best of friends? Why won’t you bring him along?” 
 
    “He’s having the time of his life back there,” he countered, smirking. “I’d be a terrible friend if I pulled him away from his fun. And, besides, have you seen the actual line of ogres waiting to challenge him? It was pretty darn long and a lot of them were already drunk off their socks.” 
 
    “You’re thinking of fighting the Death Mage by yourself,” Ishtar stated as a matter of fact. “I think that’s a bad idea; you fought one mage and you think you know them all. If you do win, it’ll come at a cost. And if you lose, you’ll have had it coming.” 
 
    Alastair raised an eyebrow. “What are you talking about? At best, Magnakai might chuck a big fireball at me. At worst, he’ll die the moment I touch him. Hells, I can even kill him from afar. He’ll never even see me coming. And, should the worst come to pass, it’s not like I’m even capable of dying.” 
 
    Ishtar shook her head. “You underestimate mages at your own peril, Alastair, but I suppose this will be a good lesson to you not to look down upon your enemies, especially the ones masquerading as helpless little worms.” 
 
    “I’ll take your words under advisement,” Alastair answered with a shake of his head. “You did live through a war, after all. But, trust me when I say this: Magnakai won’t be a problem. Anyone who needs an army to do anything is weak in single combat—if it even comes to that. Don’t worry about me, Ishtar. Magnakai won’t know what hit him.” 
 
    “I’m not worried about you, Alastair,” Ishtar said flatly. “I’m worried about the possible consequences of what you’re about to do. The future is ever in motion and you, boy, have become an active influence upon the winds of fate.” 
 
    Alastair’s eyes narrowed for a moment. He considered Ishtar’s words. How dangerous could Magnakai possibly be? If he was so powerful, he would not have fled from the First Riders. He would have stayed and fought and brought his enemies low. Instead, he ran with his tail between his legs, like a coward, a weakling. If their places had been switched, Alastair would have waited and slaughtered the ogres to set an example. He would not have fled. He would have met his foes head on and he would have won. Magnakai, the Defiler, wouldn’t be a match for him—not by a longshot. However, he could not deny the danger that was presented by magic. Memnon, after all, had been a very tricky foe. And, had the man been a little bit smarter, Alastair was fairly certain their battle would not have ended the way it did. 
 
    Then again, if he hadn’t been holding back at the time, Memnon would have been nothing more than a smear on the floor or on the wall. But it would have been too easy. Alastair wanted the man to suffer, to feel dread and torment, before his last breath. In hindsight, though, Alastair would have been a very dead man if it hadn’t been for his regeneration saving his sorry ass every single time he made a mistake. 
 
    “I know,” Alastair finally said. “I’ll be careful, of course. I’m not stupid. I’ve fought a mage once before and it was a headache. This time, I’ll kill him before he can cast any magic. Can’t sling spells around if you’re already dead, after all.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” Ishtar said. “I’m coming with you.” 
 
    “Hah, I was not expecting that.” 
 
    “Yes.” Zazdaria suddenly appeared from somewhere. “This was unexpected. I will also be coming with you, Alastair.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Were there others like you?” Alastair asked Ishtar as they rode on a platform that was propelled forward by an ever-shifting wave of rocks, pebbles, and soil, leaving a trail of destruction as they went. He had plenty of questions for the ancient woman and what better time to ask her? By his estimation, they wouldn’t reach Magnakai’s location for another hour or so. Ishtar turned and regarded him with a questioning gaze, and Alastair rephrased his question. “I mean, like you, immortals who might have survived the fall of your Empire. There had to be others, right?” 
 
    “They’re all dead,” Ishtar huffed. Her eyes seemed distant for a moment, a glint of melancholy and sorrow upon her usually icy orbs. “Immortality doesn’t make one invincible. The horrors killed them all when they escaped. I was the lucky one, I suppose. I was lucky enough to live long, after watching all my friends get torn apart.” 
 
    “Ugh, I’m sorry I asked,” Alastair said. He was perturbed by the horrific things Ishtar must have witnessed, but that did little to dissuade him from his burning curiosity. Despite that, Alastair kept his focus on the moving platform. It was much easier than the first time. He could even change its direction now, albeit with some difficulty on his part. “How’d you become immortal, anyway? Was it a ritual of some kind?” 
 
    “Why?” Ishtar smirked. “Were you hoping to learn the secret to eternal life?” 
 
    Alastair smirked back. “I was hoping to learn all the secrets of creation—eternal life is just one of the many things I wish to unravel.” 
 
    “I might tell you if you prove yourself worthy of the secret.” Ishtar chuckled. “But no, it wasn’t just a ritual. The creation of true immortals entailed the use of both science and the arcane. I remember it in detail—the pain, the screams, and the breaking of bones. We weren’t allowed to fall asleep, you see. And we had to be awake, otherwise the whole thing would fail.” She looked down, her eyes unblinking. “Imagine it, Alastair, metal tendrils digging into your muscles and bones, and you had to feel every moment of it. It was hell.” Her voice was ice and death. “But, at the time, it was necessary. We were losing the war. We were losing everything. Pain was nothing at that point, just another sacrifice that—ultimately—meant nothing.” 
 
    “Pain in exchange for eternal life?” Alastair repeated. “That sounds like a good deal. I’d take it any day.” 
 
    Their eyes met for a moment, but Ishtar’s head whipped back as she burst into laughter. It lasted for a few seconds, until the ancient woman reined herself in and wiped a stray tear from her eye.  
 
    “You have no idea how many times I’ve heard that before,” she said. “Be careful, Alastair, your soul may stand in the light now, but yours is one that is easily tainted by the promise of power.” 
 
    “Is that supposed to be a bad thing?” The constant thirst and longing for more was the driving force of humanity, the catalyst that created greatness and glory. Contentment was a sin in his view. Contentment was the slow and creeping death that caught those who refused to move forward, those who refused to grow and be better than what they were. Was it really so bad for him to want more? 
 
    “I suppose it’s not.” Ishtar smiled faintly. “But power is a slippery slope—glory and tyranny often go hand in hand and it is exceedingly difficult to let go of the other. And the path you’re walking, Alastair, is leaning toward the latter. I understand your anger toward them, but ensure you do not lose your own humanity in this quest of yours.” 
 
    “I’m not a dumb brute.” Alastair sighed. Really, he understood what she was saying. Power was a slippery slope and his goal at the moment was the accumulation of it—all of it. But he wouldn’t be a tyrant. Hells, he wasn’t even personally interested in ruling. The very idea of having to manage an empire was already a headache in itself. But it had to be done—no one else could be trusted to do what he wanted to do, no one else had the will to bring down the heavens themselves and reclaim humanity’s empyrean birthright. There was no one else. “I will not lose my humanity in exchange for power.” 
 
    “I can only hope so.” Ishtar sighed, looking away, clearly no longer interested in a discussion. 
 
    With that, Alastair turned his attention to Zazdaria, who came with them. He focused on her features. Maybe it was a simple trick of the light, but, in that moment, Zazdaria seemed to glow a faint hue. Her bronze skin, smooth like porcelain, glimmered in the embers of the setting sun.  
 
    “Are you alright?” Zazdaria asked. She stirred, turning to face him with a bright smile. “I have never seen such a strange, but ingenious application of earth magic. We are moving faster than a sprinting direhorn. It is… amazing.” 
 
    Alastair chuckled. “I’m glad you like it, but it’s not magic—not exactly. It’s an ability of mine that’s distinctly unique to me, I guess.” 
 
    “How does it work?” she asked. “What you’re doing is not dissimilar to magic, but… I feel no mana in the air. It just seems as though the rocks are moving on their own.” 
 
    “I’m not sure how it works,” Alastair said, looking down at the platform. “But my ability, Shape, allows me to reshape anything and everything I touch, including flesh and blood. It becomes increasingly harder with larger objects, but that’s where Earthshaper comes in.” 
 
    “You’re reshaping reality, without the aid of magic. It shouldn’t be possible. And yet I can see it for myself, right here.” Zazdaria muttered, her eyes glinting with curiosity and awe. “That’s amazing. It’s akin to the power of the gods themselves, but lesser in scope.” 
 
    Alastair wasn’t sure about that last bit, but Zazdaria did have a point. He’d have to look into it later. Maybe, it was about time to truly test the limits of his ability. He’d been holding that off for long enough. The power to alter and reshape the world itself was in the realm of the gods, wasn’t it? He held it in his hands all along. Then again, he’d also known all along. The whole world was an item, which meant it fell under the purview of his ability, which meant it fell under his influence. The world was wet clay. He could reshape it to his will, given time. But, for that to happen, his mastery over Shape had to reach far greater heights, far greater than his mastery over it now.  
 
    I’d have to save up Pollentias for that, Alastair thought. 
 
    “It is amazing,” he said, smiling—but a pang of pain in his head wiped the smile from his face. Maintaining constant control over the rolling wave of rocks had gotten greatly easier, but it was still incredibly difficult overall, considering the amount of attention it required to actually move at a constant pace. The tiniest loss of control would lead to the collapse of the entire structure; it was like a living organism in that regard. A single organ failure would cause the other organs to stop working properly. “It is, however, a headache to use,” he said. “I’m honestly amazed that I can talk at all while I’m doing it.” 
 
    “You’re strong.” There was a glint in Zazdaria’s eyes that Alastair couldn’t quite recognize. She smiled at him and their eyes locked. Zazdaria leaned forward and Alastair felt the hotness of her breath upon his face. He breathed in her scent and found himself breathing just a tiny bit shorter than he’d like. The heat that was spreading across his face was something he noticed as well. Alastair gulped. “I like strong men. And you are very strong.”   
 
    Her words almost caused his mind to stop working right then and there. But Alastair held firm, even if his loins were positively roaring to break free. He breathed in sharply and settled his mind. He locked eyes with her once more. Zazdaria’s golden orbs glimmered like twin stars in a cloudless sky. And Alastair could not deny that he found himself drawn to them, like a moth to a lamp. Zazdaria was truly beautiful. 
 
    He leaned into her and grinned. Their faces were inches apart. “So, you must really like me, then?” 
 
    “I do.” Up close, Alastair could almost feel the warmth that was radiating off of her. Zazdaria leaned closer. Their noses were just barely touching. “I like you a lot.” 
 
    “Oh you two are so annoying!” Ishtar broke the trance that brought them unbearably close. And Alastair nearly sputtered as he leaned back and glanced away. Zazdaria merely chuckled. Ishtar seemed halfway annoyed and amused. There was, however, the tiniest glint of something akin to jealousy that vanished almost as quickly as it appeared. “You two can have at it all day long, but that comes after this little sojourn, alright? Sheesh, it’s like being around a bunch of hot-blooded teenagers.” 
 
    Alastair cleared his throat and scratched the back of his head. And did his absolute best not to look at Zazdaria, because that woman might just be the reason why he was going to lose his self-control. His construct nearly faltered because of her and that would have been embarrassing. Alastair breathed in and closed his eyes. He turned his focus, instead, on his map, which showed him Magnakai’s location, and the direction his construct was taking. They were getting closer with each passing moment and it helped that the necromancer was moving in a direction that would lead him right to them—somewhere to the northeast, followed by a whole legion of white dots, which likely indicated his thralls and slaves. 
 
    “We might end up running into Magnakai a lot earlier than we anticipated,” Alastair announced, immediately banishing the jovial air that’d settled earlier. His eyes narrowed. “He’s moving somewhere to the north-east of his previous position. I’m sure he’s moving toward one of the burial mounds. He’s got a whole army following him.” 
 
    “Thralls…” Zazdaria’s eyes narrowed and her lips curled into a snarl. A low growl emanated from her. “He’s likely going to use those poor people to shield himself from us. Magnakai is a coward who likes to run away from conflict. He will not hesitate to hold all those people hostage. He won’t even hesitate to sacrifice them if need be.” 
 
    “I know,” Alastair said flatly. “I’m trying to think of a way around that. Mages are such a headache to deal with, especially the cowardly ones.” 
 
    Ishtar chuckled. “Is it cowardly to use what resources are available to preserve your own life?” 
 
    Alastair ignored her, focusing on Zazdaria. Ishtar’s question was rhetoric anyway. Though, it did make him think. “Your people have fought him in the past, yeah?” 
 
    Zazdaria nodded. “Many times, our riders caught up to him. Each time, the defiler escaped after holding his own thralls hostage. My people are not equipped to deal with him. Stealth and subtlety are not exactly their area of expertise.” 
 
    “Which means Magnakai is almost always prepared for them.” Alastair scowled. It wasn’t as though he could fault the ogres for being bulky, heavy, and overall massive. Such features helped them greatly in open combat, but not nearly as well against more subtle enemies and threats. They’d never be able to sneak through their foes, for instance, not unless they did it from afar and under the cover of darkness. “We’re gonna have to scout out wherever he’s heading towards and plan appropriately. As much as I’d love to just rush in and bash the bastard’s head into paste, mages are…” 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder at Ishtar. “Notoriously tricky to fight. It’ll be better for us to surprise him, before he can prepare and place magical traps all over the place.” 
 
    Zazdaria nodded grimly, while Ishtar seemed to smile and nod contently. “Right, when we’re close enough, I’m going to disable this construct. It’s not exactly subtle and would likely draw his attention. We’re going to be sneaking the rest of the way. Do you know any spells that might help?” 
 
    Zazdaria shook her head. “I do not. Life magic isn’t exactly a force of stealth.” 
 
    Ishtar cleared her throat. “I can help with that. It should be easy, actually. So don’t worry about our approach. What about the rest of your plan?” 
 
    Alastair shrugged. “I can’t make anything concrete until I can scout out the area; I don’t even know what these burial mounds actually look like. We’ll just have to improvise when we get there.” 
 
    Zazdaria nodded. She was clearly worried, but not for their little group. No, she was worried about the thralls and what the coward might do to them if he was driven to a corner. At that, Alastair’s mind raced. How does one deal with a delicate hostage situation? Well, the easiest answer would be to kill the captor before they could react and harm the hostages, which would require some kind of weapon that moved faster than the eye could follow. He could probably craft something like that. Truth be told, all the options that sprung up in his head involved the captor’s death one way or another. There was no real reason for him to negotiate with the necromancer, not when the stakes did not concern him. 
 
    Well, sure, he didn’t want the thralls to die, but what— 
 
    No, they’re the whole reason I’m even doing this, Alastair thought. They’re innocent and in need of protection. I’m going to kill Magnakai to make sure he doesn’t ruin even more lives. The people were important. Their safety was paramount, which meant their safety should be his number one priority. Still, if he could kill the necromancer without endangering any of the thralls, he’d do it. 
 
    He glanced at his map once more and found that Magnakai had stopped moving around three or four miles from their immediate location, somewhere to their south-east. Alastair zoomed in and discovered Magnakai and his thralls had gathered around an odd structure that was displayed as a massive square, but with four lines that ran from each corner and into the middle. A little further out revealed a shaded area, where the structure stood, like a scar upon the map. There were other, similar structures around it as well, but they seemed faded. 
 
    He had no idea what it meant. 
 
    “Zazdaria,” Alastair said, before pointing south-east. “Do you know of any burial mounds in that direction?” 
 
    Her eyes narrowed. “That way leads to the Valley of the Dark Lords. It is a forbidden place, filled with the final resting places of the ancient and dreadful rulers of Urd, long before the ogres came down from the north to conquer, long before the Horse Lords. There are no burial mounds there, only great tombs and dark things—curses and dark magic. My people are forbidden from venturing into that place.” 
 
    Alastair nodded. “Do you know what’s in there?” 
 
    “I know little beyond the stories that have been passed down through the generations,” Zazdaria began. “It is said to have been a relic from an age beyond ages, from before the first civilization, before anything. This world was once ruled by the Dark Lords. They were brutal, remorseless, and powerful beyond imagining. They enslaved thousands upon thousands and forced their slaves to perform… unspeakable things with monsters to create hybrids. It was they who first created and perfected the magical art of Fleshcrafting, with which they forged entire armies.” 
 
    Alastair raised an eyebrow. “Who stopped them?” 
 
    “The legends say they destroyed themselves, fighting over succession and dominance,” Zazdaria said, shrugging. “No one knows for sure, but it was said that their empire dissolved almost overnight and their slaves, who hated them, built cursed tombs, where they buried their masters and their artifacts to be forgotten for all time.” 
 
    “It would seem that the defiler was never after the treasures of the Horse Lords,” Zazdaria finished. “No, he was after something far worse.” 
 
    Alastair nodded and turned to Ishtar. Her eyes were narrowed. “The Mordh Narg, I thought they were wiped out. It would seem they survived the final days of the war and carved out a little kingdom for themselves here. The bastards never learned to stay dead.” 
 
    “Who are they?” Alastair asked. 
 
    “They were criminals and wanted fugitives, who practiced alchemy and Fleshcrafting on their victims,” Ishtar said, scowling. “They kidnapped civilians, preferring children and pregnant women for their sick experiments. They were hunted across the empire, but they were difficult to track down and even harder to eliminate, like cockroaches. Whenever we burned one of their laboratories, two more would pop up and take its place. It became even harder as the war took its toll and we had to divert resources away from hunting them down.” 
 
    Alastair nodded. Survivors from Ishtar’s time, huh? He was not expecting that. All of a sudden, he caught the urge to explore their tombs and find out more about them and the artifacts they must have built in their time; after all, they might have been criminals and brutal tyrants, but they maintained their power and dominion for a reason. They were powerful, as Zazdaria said, and Alastair needed power more than anything. He was honestly kind of regretting not bringing Damon along; he would have been useful for stashing all sorts of weapons from their cursed tombs. But Alastair would just have to make do with everything and anything else he could pilfer. 
 
    “Well,” he said, “at least they’re already dead.” 
 
    Ishtar chuckled. 
 
    Zazdaria turned over her shoulder and regarded Ishtar with a keen eye. “Just how old are you?” 
 
    Ishtar smiled. “Older than you’ll ever know, child.” 
 
    Alastair forced his construct to come to a pause as he looked toward the distance. Peeking out of what appeared to be a massive gouge upon the earth was what appeared to be a giant, four sided triangle of some kind. He checked his map once more to confirm their current location. The Valley of the Dark Lords was right there. An oppressive silence seemed to linger about the air. And it was in that moment that Alastair noted the distinct lack of vegetation around them and the faint smell of death that stuck to the wind. The ground was tinted with a dark gray color that was devoid of life. And beyond all of that was the unmistakable presence of ancient and dark magic—brutal, remorseless, and powerful. 
 
    Goosebumps formed across his skin. 
 
    It was easy to see why Magnakai was so desperate to come here.  
 
    Alastair released his grasp over the platform and the wave of rock and soil that had driven it forward. “We’re here.” 
 
    Zazdaria shuddered as she walked forward, crouched down, and laid her hand on the ground. The ogre almost recoiled on contact, frowning as she stood back up. “This place feels wrong. I should not have come here.” 
 
    “It’s too late for that, child. We’re already here.” Ishtar leapt away from the remains of the platform. She closed her eyes and breathed in. “Tsk, this is definitely the presence of the Mordh Narg. It is diminished somewhat, but the smell of their magic is undeniable. If the little worm has gotten himself a few of their artifacts, then it would be wise to kill him as soon as possible.” 
 
    “Well then,” Alastair said, drawing forth Earthshaper, “time to hunt down a necromancer.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The Valley of the Dark Lords was much larger and far more spacious than Alastair had expected. The wound upon the landscape was deep and seemed to open up as one descended its depths. From above, it would have seemed more akin to a dark and dreary ravine, but that was not the case when they entered. 
 
    True to its name, the wound did open up into a massive valley that should not have been physically possible. Anyone with an inkling of knowledge as to how the physical world worked would have seen the fact that it should have already been swallowed up by a landslide of rock as the distant walls were concave in shape. Then again, nothing was natural about this place. Everything about it was unnatural—as though reality itself had been forced to its knees and made to do the bidding of another. Magic, of course, had been used here, but it was of a different kind than the one Alastair was used to. This magic felt tortured and pained, like a caged and beaten beast of burden. In contrast, all other magical energies Alastair had felt before were akin to soaring birds of prey, soaring free, without a single care in the world. 
 
    Mages often described magic as being a force of chaos that, with the aid of spells, rituals, and incantations, could be given a direction with which to flow. It wasn’t supposed to be leashed and forced to obey. 
 
    It was more than a little disturbing. 
 
    But it did make Alastair think on it. Could he bend magic to his will? Not just give it direction or a path to follow, but truly force it to obey? 
 
    The air was charged with magic to a nauseating degree. Each time he breathed in, Alastair felt the presence of magical energies pour into his lungs and back out as he exhaled. 
 
    The valley itself was wide, filled with massive dark crags, fossilized trees, and purple crystalline growths that pulsated with magic and shadow. And dotted all across the blackened soil of the valley was a series of massive tomb complexes, each one the size of a large castle, built in a design that was somewhat familiar—akin to the structures he’d seen on a few of Cthonia’s paintings of a distant land with golden dunes. The towering structures themselves appeared to be made of smooth black stone and were monolithic in nature, seemingly carved from single blocks or otherwise forced into shape with magic. At the very center of the valley stood the largest of the tombs, towering over all others. Its presence seemed to drain the colors of the world around it, alongside the silvery hue of the stars that shone in from atop the entrance to the valley. Unlike the other tombs, the central one looked like a mountain of solid darkness. The only visible feature on its surface was its entrance, which was faintly lit by a pair of braziers that blazed with crimson flames. 
 
    Darkness reigned supreme, accompanied by a constant lull that seemed to scratch at the walls of their minds. Thousands of cold and raspy voices whispered at the back of their ears, tempting them with promises of power beyond anything they knew, whispers of greatness and glory, of great fonts of knowledge and wealth, of the darkest secrets of Fleshcrafting and dark magic. 
 
    It was tempting to say the least, but also glaringly obvious. 
 
    Thousands of curses and dark incantations were etched upon the walls and the ground. 
 
    Alastair, Ishtar, and Zazdaria entered through a thin and narrow gap by the northern side of the valley, which was the farthest from Magnakai’s immediate position. It was a tiny passage. Inside, the ground was covered in ancient bones and mummified cadavers of ancient people. Dark magic lingered over them and each one seemed to emit a constant stark emptiness that was akin to the central structure. A lingering sense of unease permeated the air around them as they walked through; the constant, foreboding darkness was not helping either. 
 
    Alastair could not help but gulp as they walked deeper inwards into the place. Beside him, Zazdaria fared no better as cold sweat ran down the side of her face and the tiniest noises seemed to cause her to jump. Ishtar, in contrast, seemed utterly at ease—almost as though she was taking a relaxing stroll through a flower meadow. They strafed the open areas and walked around the crags. They steered clear of the tomb complexes, walking across the central portion of the valley, instead. As the entrance had been, skeletons and mummified corpses littered the ground beneath them so much that it was difficult to actually see the soil and the dirt. 
 
     “Whoever built this place was clearly overcompensating for something because this is some amateur magic at work,” Ishtar muttered offhandedly. “I mean, seriously, who in their right minds would stack curses on top of each other? That’s like trying to make a house just by putting one rock over another, repeat the process, and hope the damn thing doesn’t just fall apart?” 
 
    “Just what is a curse, anyway?” Alastair asked as they rounded a massive pillar of black stone, upon whose surface was thousands upon thousands of glowing etches. Each one seemed to emit a strange and wholly unpleasant aura, but each one was also unique in the magical signature he felt emanating from it. Though, clearly, some etchings were identical to each other. 
 
    Though Alastair had expected Ishtar to answer, it was Zazdaria who spoke first. “Curses are essentially just spells that last a very long time and emit constant effects. They’re especially dangerous when etched on living skin. They’re hard to remove and even harder to dispel.” 
 
    Ishtar nodded. “Quite correct, but there’s more nuance to it. The most powerful aspect of curses is intent. Curses casted on the fly are annoying and often extremely inconvenient for whoever was affected, but—for the most part—they’re not nearly as dangerous as people think. On the other hand, curses casted with the intent to harm or hurt are far more potent and some of them are outright impossible to dispel.” 
 
    Ishtar glanced up at the monolith and the myriad of etchings upon its blackened surface. “This one is covered in so many curses that it just cancels itself out. It’s amusing, really, like a person who has so many diseases that their diseases cancel each other out and they somehow end up perfectly healthy. I’m assuming this monolith was built to repel treasure seekers and adventurers, but all it’s doing is creating this foreboding atmosphere that would probably be enough to drive out most people.”   
 
    “And kill the local flora, it seems,” Ishtar finished with a slight smirk as she glanced around the place. True enough, the area around the Valley of the Dark Lords was, in the simplest of terms, dead—not even the tiniest fern or the hardiest of weeds grew in or around it. Everything was just lifeless, husks of things that used to be alive. There was magic, true enough, but the feel of it was akin to a void, a black wound that seemed to devour everything in its midst. And yet, the void was filled with hate and malice. 
 
    The whole thing was confusing at best. In hindsight, the confusing nature of the magic in the air probably had a lot to do with the conflicting curses that were etched everywhere. Ishtar groaned. “Let’s keep moving. The longer I stay here, the more I’ll whine about the amateurish curse work.” 
 
    Zazdaria shrugged, but she still seemed perturbed by their immediate atmosphere. Despite her great and muscular bulk, Zazdaria appeared to be the most fidgety of the three of them. Her golden eyes wandered left and right, searching and jumping at shadows that simply weren’t there. She was afraid, but she was pushing through it—bravery in its greatest but simplest form. The grim nature of their surroundings did little to detract from her beauty in that moment. 
 
    They moved onward and away from the black monolith. They hid behind a massive crag and circled around it. A low hill arose in the distance, overlooking a large majority of the valley and just subtle enough to hide them in the shadows that hung across the valley. They ascended the hill in silence, carefully avoiding the ancient bones on the ground. And, when they reached the edge, the true face of the Valley of the Dark Lords was revealed to them. Alastair’s mouth hung open. Somehow, the valley seemed to expand as hundreds upon hundreds of tombs lay scattered about the place, each one the size of a large castle and heavily decorated with curses, dark spells, massive statues of ancient lords, and millions and millions of mummified corpses that seemed to outnumber the pebbles on the ground. 
 
    “This place is a lot bigger than I first thought it was,” Alastair said. 
 
    Even Ishtar was similarly impressed. “Huh, that’s impressive. It’s a lot bigger on the inside than it is on the outside. How did they… Ah, dimensional curses—that’s smart.” 
 
    What truly caught their attention, however, was the legion of thralls that’d gathered around the tallest and grandest of the tombs, a pyramidal structure that drained all the light around it, like a scar on reality itself, save for its base, where the twin blazers burned with crimson flames. It seemed so much bigger now than it was when they entered, like a veritable mountain of blackened stone. Its very presence seemed anathema to the world, an existence that should not be possible. The magic in the air seemed to scream as it swirled around the structure, like a chained and tortured beast that howled for release and freedom. 
 
    Ishtar hissed. “That… is an abomination. I wish I could just destroy it.” 
 
    Alastair grumbled in agreement. Whatever rituals and curses were attached to the central pyramid had created something horrifying and they hadn’t even gone inside the bloody thing yet. If he could, he’d topple it down stone by stone, until there was nothing left; an even better option would have been to simply melt the whole thing to slag and blazing stone. He quickly shook away the thoughts, before he did something about them that he might just live to regret. 
 
    “What is that madman doing in there?” Zazdaria muttered absently as they peered across the valley. Alastair’s eyes narrowed as the thralls formed two lines and slowly entered the massive structure, disappearing into the shadows. Magnakai was nowhere to be seen. The only logical explanation, then, was that he was inside the structure itself, preparing some sort of ritual, like mages were fond of doing. A quick look at his map revealed that, indeed, the necromancer was in there. 
 
    He scowled and groaned, and quickly turned away. “I don’t know. Whatever it is can’t be good for anyone but him. I’m honestly more worried about why he needs all those people. And I’ve got a really bad feeling about what he might want them for.” 
 
    Ishtar scowled as well. “This reeks of ritual sacrifice. All those living souls down there and all the bones scattered about are making a really disturbing amount of sense right now. We need to stop this worm before he starts his little ritual.” 
 
    Alastair frowned. “How are we supposed to do that and protect all those people at the same time?” 
 
    He didn’t regret his decision to follow the Necromancer immediately after finding out his location, but an army of ogres would have been amazing right then and there. Just having more people helping out to secure the civilians would be immensely useful in the fight against Magnakai, whose prowess he still wasn’t certain of. Damon being here would have also made things a lot easier than they were going to be. 
 
    But, then again, he was thinking about this the wrong way. Without the means for succeeding with the use of brute force, all he needed was—quite simply—another plan that didn’t involve any. Damon was a battering ram, but Alastair was a dagger in the dark. He could do this by himself if need be. 
 
    At that, plans and machinations rolled into his mind. 
 
    The necromancer seemed to be interested in the central structure, which meant the man was inside somewhere. It would also be a fair assumption that he would be where his thralls would gather. Hence, if they followed the thralls, they’d probably find the madman in some kind of magic circle, just waiting to enact some ruinous spell that—more likely than not—is going to end with the deaths of all those innocent people. Alastair was not about to let that happen. “Alright, I have a plan. Just give me some space while I do my thing.” 
 
    They snuck down the base of the hill, where they were beyond the line of sight. 
 
    Alastair pulled out several items from his inventory: a piece of skin from the Nightstalker, the eyes of the Primal Goliath, some powdered mithril, and three steel braces. Already, he saw the Crafting options appear in his head, but he only focused on the one option that mattered to him most. 
 
      
 
    [Brace of Imperceptibility] 
 
    Quality: Uncommon 
 
    Durability: 4000/4000 
 
    Value:  100,000 
 
    When worn, it renders its wearer imperceptible to all senses, including those of magical nature. The wearer will be completely and utterly invisible. However, this item rapidly degrades when worn and will disintegrate after an hour of use. Degradation can only be halted by taking the ring off, but it cannot be reversed. 
 
      
 
    Alastair wasted no time and immediately crafted three Braces of Imperceptibility. A bright, white light engulfed the materials for a moment, then three, identical braces were revealed, each one radiating with subtle but powerful magic. They were difficult to look at—as though the artifacts were fading in and out of reality, except Alastair was fairly certain that they were just there. It was likely their effects that made them rather difficult to perceive, which was, in hindsight, to be expected. 
 
    “So, that’s how your power works, huh?” Ishtar muttered, still staring at the artifacts with narrowed eyes. Still, she reached over and took one after a brief moment, bringing one of the braces close to her face. “That’s fascinating—the power of creation, channeled into something incredibly specific. You’ve got the potential to become something incredibly powerful, Alastair. That challenge you made to them might not be too foolish now that I know you can do this.” 
 
    Alastair nodded and took one of the braces, and handed it to Zazdaria, who seemed to have frozen as she stared at Alastair’s work. Still, she held out her hand and took the offered artifact in silence. “I know. I’ve been meaning to really dive into what I’m truly capable of. Because making artifacts is just one of my abilities.” 
 
    The world was an item—and he had the power to reshape all items. Therefore, he literally had the power to shape the world however he wanted. And given enough time, he would become a god. No, he would be even greater. Gods were limited in what they could do and some were definitely more powerful than others—Gorgorod immediately came to mind. But he would be far more than any of them—far more than any god. 
 
    But that was far off. 
 
    For now, he had a necromancer to deal with. 
 
    “Anyway,” Alastair continued, “the plan is to infiltrate that place, try to see what Magnakai’s doing, and kill him when given the chance. It should be simple enough. But if his ritual has gotten to the point of no return… well, I guess we’ll just have to stop it.” 
 
    He turned to Zazdaria and met her golden eyes with his own. And Alastair softened as he approached the shuddering ogre. She still seemed out of it and needed a good jolt back to reality—though he’d have to figure out what’d caused it later. Out of ideas, Alastair leaned in and planted a kiss on her soft, plump lips. Zazdaria stiffened, before leaning and melting into the kiss. Alastair tried to pull back immediately, but she pulled him closer and returned the kiss far more passionately than he’d given it. 
 
    In hindsight, kissing her might not have been the best idea. 
 
    Zazdaria was way stronger than him and trying to push her away somehow ended up with his hands on her massive chest, which then prompted her to kiss him even harder. 
 
    She pulled away after a full minute. And Alastair found himself nearly out of breath. His face flushed and Zazdaria was similarly red-faced after all of that. Though, something primal burned in her golden eyes, causing shudders all across Alastair’s body. 
 
    This really wasn’t the best time. 
 
    Alastair cleared his throat, face still burning red. “Right, are you alright, Zazdaria?” 
 
    The ogre nodded. “I… I am fine.” 
 
    Alastair gulped. “Right, um, we’ll be infiltrating the central structure… and ugh… we’ll just have to kill Magnakai if the chance presents itself. We’ll also need to figure out what he’s actually trying to do.” 
 
    Zazdaria nodded, but neither her eyes nor her body language changed. The heat that radiated from her was enough to make Alastair sweat literal buckets. 
 
    Ishtar chuckled. “Oh man, this really reminds me of the good old days. Ah, but we have something to do. So keep it in your pants, kids. Save it for later.” 
 
    Alastair breathed in deeply, before sighing and forcing his throbbing heart to calm down. “Once we put on the braces, we’ll be invisible even to each other. That means we’ll need a unified plan of action, because there’s a very low chance of us having the chance to talk or discuss anything once we’re inside that place.” 
 
    “But the plan is simple,” Alastair continued. “We sneak inside, find out what’s going on, and kill Magnakai if the option’s available. Also, our imperceptibility only lasts for an hour; so, we’ve got a limited window of opportunity for this.” 
 
    Zazdaria’s flushed face became grim, even as her skin remained faintly flushed. “Today, the defiler dies.”   
 
    Just as Zazdaria finished speaking, a powerful pulse exploded from the central structure and rippled out across the entirety of the Valley of the Dark Lords. 
 
    And then, the dead arose. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The ground shook and geysers of emerald lights surged out of the fissures that suddenly appeared. And every little piece of bone around them, every mummified and desiccated corpse began to shake as dark green energies snaked and encircled them and filled the depths of their being. Empty, dust-ridden eye sockets surged with necromantic magic as their forms stirred in the shadows. 
 
    Alastair’s head turned left and right. His eyes widened. It was like the Plains of Gorgorod all over again, except without the slow escalation. One moment, everything was fine and, suddenly, they were surrounded by dead things that seemed to not want to stay that way. Alastair hissed, “Put on your braces now!” 
 
    Honestly, the warning was aimed more towards Zazdaria than it was for Ishtar. The ancient woman was immortal and quite likely the single-most powerful mage in the entire world if her proclamation of having mastery of almost every branch of magic was true. In the end, Ishtar had already proven her abilities and could be trusted to keep herself safe should the need arise. 
 
    Zazdaria, on the other hand, was a healer and a mystic. She was powerful in her own right and incredibly intelligent as well; however, despite her natural physical prowess as an ogre, Zazdaria was not a combatant. As such, Alastair worried more about her than he did Ishtar. 
 
    Alastair eyed their immediate surroundings and scowled. Several things happened at once. 
 
    First, the bones on the ground tumbled and moved and converged, forming loose, humanoid constructs. And then, the constructs stirred as green flames blazed within their tattered ribcages. Finally, the mummified husks lurched from the ground, groaning and moaning in low tones, as they pushed themselves up. All across the Valley of the Dark Lords, millions of corpses arose. They roared into the air, their maws burning with necromantic energies. 
 
    The ground actively shook as the roars of millions of the reanimated dead exploded outwards. 
 
    All at once, Alastair, Ishtar, and Zazdaria donned their Braces of Imperceptibility and disappeared from each other’s perception as though they had never been there at all. Though it clashed with his memories, the very idea of having companions at all appeared difficult to comprehend as though his mind actively rejected the notion that Zazdaria and Ishtar had ever been there. 
 
    As a veritable legion of undead awakened and arose in the Valley of the Dark Lords, Alastair felt his vision unravel for a moment as the world turned a faint gray. Colors were suddenly nowhere to be found as he blinked several times and rubbed his eyes. The world greeted him in black and white, and varying tones of gray that all blended together. It was difficult, but not daunting in itself. 
 
    This must be a side effect of the artifact, Alastair mused. He turned and walked away. Avoiding the groaning, moaning undead was easy. In fact, they simply couldn’t notice that he was there at all, even when Alastair deliberately slammed or ran into them. He was, as the artifact suggested, truly and utterly invisible for an hour. And that also meant he currently had no idea where Zazdaria and Ishtar were, since the braces did not have the ability to make its wearer able to perceive the presence of other wearers. Having that effect would have been immensely helpful, but then he didn’t exactly have the materials to create stacking effects.  
 
    Then again, he thought, nothing’s really stopping me from taking an existing item and stacking more materials and effects on top of it. 
 
    He shook his head and continued onward. The dead weren’t staying idle. In fact, they were moving in the same direction as he was: toward the central tomb, where all the living thralls were slowly entering. Without a second thought, Alastair began running. He bumped into and smashed against several of the undead. It didn’t matter that they fell and flailed on the ground. They didn’t and wouldn’t notice him for an hour. With that in mind, it was much easier to simply pretend that they weren’t there at all as he ran to the massive, looming form of the central tomb. 
 
    It seemed to grow in size as he neared it, growing larger and larger with every step forward, until the massive, black pyramid appeared to be akin to the size of a mountain. The closer he came to it, the darker the shadows seemed to become and the longer their reach as though they were actually coming to life. The whispers came stronger and louder, and each one was more tempting than the one that came before it.  
 
    “Power…” the whispers said. “More power than you can ever imagine. Enter my tomb and claim what is rightfully yours. You seek power to rival the gods themselves. I can give it to you. Take my Kyvos and learn the secrets of the cosmos.” 
 
    The whisperer paused, allowing the silence to sink back into Alastair’s mind once again. It was as if the whisperer was waiting for him to jump at the offer. 
 
    “Mold flesh, bone, sinew, and blood…” the whispers continued. “All the secrets of Fleshcrafting lie at the edge of your fingertips. All you need to do is reach for it. Ancient knowledge and forbidden magic of an empire you can only dream of. Reach for power. Reach for power. Reach for all the power in the cosmos.” 
 
    Alastair shook his head and tuned the whispers out as best he could. The voices themselves appeared to know him on some level. The fact that each one appealed to his thirst for power made it all the more evident. His mind was unguarded and the dark spirits that lingered in the shadows were reading his thoughts somehow. It irked him greatly that his mind was so easy to read, the privacy of his innermost musings laid bare. If he could, he’d burn away these spirits, but they were already dead and likely suffering for their sins and crimes in life. The fact that they lingered here at all indicated to the fact that their afterlives were less than ideal. 
 
    Who’d want to spend eternity in this place? 
 
    Still, the myriad of secrets they were hoping to entice him with told him just what the Necromancer was after in this place. Ishtar’s theory was becoming likelier as he went deeper; he was searching for ancient knowledge and lost wisdom. And the fact that he was willing to come here for the sake of power was a clear indication of his desperation. All the whispers, the temptations, pointed to one subtle thing: the spirits wanted something of equal value for whatever secrets they wished to give, a worthy sacrifice for their dark magic. Which meant the massive legion of enthralled villagers were meant to be his sacrifices, the sheep with which to feed the wolves. 
 
    Gritting his teeth, Alastair sprinted forward. The central pyramid loomed and, in that moment, he realized why it seemed so damn familiar, why it’d seemingly drawn him in from the moment he’d first laid his eyes upon it. He’d seen the structure before. Or, at the very least, he’d seen its ilk, standing tall and magnificent in a land of golden dunes, where a prince was tried and killed by his own people—the Black Pyramid of Senekt. It looked exactly like this one, save for a few differences that mattered little. They weren’t the same, but the inherent connection between them was blatantly obvious. The looming black structure he’d seen in his dream quest was one of the things that’d inspired him to walk out of the Middle Kingdom and see, for himself, the world that lay beyond the Charred Mountains, beyond everything he’d ever known as a child. 
 
    And Alastair’s eyes narrowed. The realization only added more questions than it did answers. What would a necromancer want from this place? Alastair wondered. The dead have already awakened, which—I’m assuming—is Magnakai’s little handiwork. Is he planning on raising an army to fight the ogres? No, these numbers would be more than enough to eradicate the few thousands in Zazdaria’s tribe. The ogres would put up a very good fight against the undead, but they’d be overwhelmed after a while. Magnakai wants more than a simple war, but what? 
 
    He eyed the central tomb and noted the soft shimmer around it, the gray hues and the shapes that seemed to bend near the edges of the black pyramid. Looking closer, the soft shimmer seemed to extend up and down around the whole structure. Even the rocks at its base appeared distorted, shrinking and expanding ceaselessly as though he was looking at them from above water. The only place that was unaffected by the strange, shimmering field was the entrance, where twin braziers blazed and the line of dead-eyed folk walked into the darkness, never to return. The undead slowly gathered around the structure, forming a line as the people did. 
 
    What was going on? 
 
    His pace quickened and his steps lengthened. Running like this hurt, but pain was something he’d grown accustomed to ignore. Besides, Ishtar and Zazdaria were probably already within the structure, investigating what was going on within. He needed to hurry. Within minutes, Alastair reached the line of thralls and ran further past them, rushing up the steps in his haste. The braziers seemed to blaze brighter and stronger as he neared them, becoming more akin to epic geysers of flame. He averted his gaze and walked further beyond them, though he noted the strange and otherworldly presence the flames emitted and the sudden chill that ran down his spine.  
 
    It was right then that Alastair also noted the fact that the whispers had stopped entirely. No longer was he burdened by the constant effort of shutting them up in his head. That’s strange, Alastair thought. I didn’t think they’d ever be quiet. It was like listening to a bunch of merchants, peddling their wares in the morning market and annoying everyone, sheesh. 
 
    Alastair’s eyes narrowed for a moment. He shrugged and walked further into the darkness of the central structure. In the moment he stepped a single foot inside, a cold wave of dread pressed over his form, like a physical weight that was suddenly dropped across his shoulders. Alastair almost fell to a knee as his eyes widened. His vision darkened and a gargantuan presence made itself known in the periphery of his mind—one that was both ancient and malevolent beyond anything he’d ever known. It studied him, seemingly gazing across his thoughts and silently judging him for all that he was worth. It looked into his memories, his battles, and his every waking moment. And, somehow, the entity seemed pleased with what it saw and, as quickly as it appeared, it vanished and, with it, the pressure upon his shoulders disappeared. 
 
    “Wha—?” 
 
    And then, Alastair screamed as something burned on his left breast through his armor, just above his heart, a searing pain that forced him to his knees in an instant as he clutched his chest, eyes wide. He kept his wits about him, though, and he realized that the pain followed a pattern of some sort—a symbol, a brand. 
 
    He wasn’t sure when it ended, but the pain dissipated at some point and Alastair found his strength anew, his limbs flared back to life and a sudden lightness filled his form. 
 
    Alastair heaved and pushed himself back onto his feet, where he found himself in a very unfamiliar hallway, where the sloping walls formed a very distinct, triangular shape—no ceiling above him, just the corner where the black stones made contact. His eyes darted left and right, to and fro. And his shoulders slackened somewhat. He was alone. It was dark and quiet, but just enough light streamed in for him to see. The Brace of Imperceptibility had already disintegrated at some point as the brace was no longer around his wrist. Behind him was a solid wall and only a single path was available to him—forward. 
 
    He followed it, given the lingering and bitter fact that he really was out of options. 
 
    Alastair scowled and absently reached for his head. 
 
    Something had violated the sanctity of his mind and body, and somehow led him here—no, forced him here against his will. He was still within the central structure. That much was certain and a quick glance at his map only confirmed it. But the black pyramid was massive, more like a mountain than a castle like all the other tombs were. He could be anywhere inside the bloody thing and he’d never know. And, somehow, his map couldn’t reveal anything about the interior. 
 
    Alastair breathed in and scowled as he moved deeper onwards. Great, I’m lost, he thought. Zazdaria and Ishtar are nowhere to be found and I have no idea where Magnakai is! How could this possibly get any worse?! 
 
    As if to answer the question in his mind, the ground shook and massive thuds echoed across the dark and shadowy hallway. And then, from the other side of the hallway came a cacophony of low moans and groans, and footsteps—hundreds of thousands of footsteps. His steps quickened, but his guard arose just as much. He was surrounded by enemies and, until he made it out of this place with Magnakai’s head in his hands, it would remain so for a while. He just hoped Ishtar and Zazdaria were safe somewhere, but if they went into the central structure as he did it was likely they ended up in a roughly similar situation as him.  
 
    In that case, he decided, I should find Zazdaria as soon as possible. Ishtar can take care of herself and I wouldn’t be surprised if she just blows a hole right through the walls. 
 
    Alastair sighed and summoned Earthshaker into his grip. If he had to guess, it was likely that the undead had already entered the central tomb by the thousands and covered every inch of it, which also meant he’d be fighting for every inch of ground he wanted to gain and walk on. There were millions of them outside. He’d seen the veritable sea of shambling skeletons and bandaged mummies during his approach. In an open field, he’d be overwhelmed eventually. There were too many of them. But, in narrow corridors, he’d have the advantage. 
 
    Still, he needed to make sure his advantage actually existed. 
 
    As the low voices reached their crescendo and the footsteps seemed to creep closer and closer with every passing second, Alastair absently reached out and placed his hand over the sloping wall, closed his eyes and felt his presence reach out to the blackened masonry. Information flooded him immediately. And he knew that, despite all the dark magic that suffused the material, it—like almost everything else in the world—could be remade and bent to his will. To test that, Alastair willed forth a portion of the obsidian-like wall to extend and compress, willing into the shape of a long pole. He then finished it by sharpening both edges into circular points.  
 
    Well, at least my power’s working here as intended, he thought. I was worried the walls were too magical to respond to me. 
 
    But he felt the will that was tied to them, the dark presence that lingered over the entirety of the structure. They moved by his will by the will of another, one who stood above him—for now. And then, he realized that the stones moved by his will because they were allowed to do so, because the dark entity that reigned over the tomb, whose presence seemed to blot the Valley of the Dark Lords, seemed to be in a generous mood. 
 
    “No, I grant you this boon,” the whisper said, “because I want something in return, child: remove the filth that desecrates my temple with the foulness of necromancy. Remove it for me and you will be handsomely rewarded with dark knowledge and power. Fail and I will make you suffer till the stars themselves expire.” 
 
    The voice spoke with the weight and wisdom of a king—no, an emperor. It was majestic, arrogant, powerful, and utterly in control. It was the voice of one who knew themselves to be above all, one who looked down upon the world itself and found it wanting. Alastair gritted his teeth. The presence was a familiar one. Phantom pangs of pain flared over his heart, the searing and the burning of his skin beneath his armor. And he hated it. He hated the idea that he was inferior, the idea that someone could so easily toy with his mind and brand him like he was some animal in a pen. 
 
    Anger burned in his heart, greater than any he’d felt before—anger, indignation, and envy. “No one can be allowed to stand above me!” Alastair declared. “I will bring this world to its knees! I will destroy Magnakai for you, but do not think yourself better than me, spirit! I will become a god! I will become far more than you can ever imagine!” 
 
    “Yes, remember this feeling,” the voice said. “This hatred, this passion. They will serve you well in the wars to come, child. For now, be rid of the insect that plagues my temple. I grow weary of its presence. 
 
    “Do you know what the necromancer’s up to?” Alastair asked the voice telepathically.  
 
    “Do not presume to ask me questions, child,” it replied. 
 
    He scowled at that, but that was all he’d get from a spirit. 
 
    Alastair eyed the narrow corridor before him, eyes slowly narrowing as the shambling forms of the undead appeared from two adjacent hallways and converged towards him, groaning and moaning as they did. But, he wasn’t worried—not when his most powerful ability was active and Earthshaker was in his grasp. Alastair grinned as a mummy, eyes ablaze with green flames, rushed towards him and was promptly flattened against the wall with a single, absent swipe from his weapon. Almost on cue, the rest of the undead roared and rushed towards him with reckless abandon, with most of them trampling over each other until they became more akin to a rolling wave of dried bone and withered flesh. 
 
    Alastair closed his eyes and breathed in. His power was not in direct combat. Such a mindset was and is his greatest flaw, but—to become more than what he was now—that needed to change. He needed to accept his power and everything it entailed. If he wanted to rival the gods themselves, then he needed to stop thinking like a brute and more like a god. 
 
    He felt their footsteps on the ground, the clattering and the smashing of their bodies as they trampled each other. There were hundreds of thousands of them all across the tomb and millions more outside. But, he only needed to deal with the lot before him—for now. 
 
    To rival the gods, Alastair thought, to have the power to bring them low, I must accept my own power first. 
 
    “You are all beneath me,” he said. The wave of undead closed in on him. They were barely more than a few feet away from him by then and they were moving fast. His eyes snapped open, “Disappear!” 
 
    Power pulsed from him—and reality obeyed. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The world shuddered as reality itself was bent and forced to obey. And it wasn’t merely the work of magic, whose arcane energies allowed one to alter reality, creating fantastical but often complicated and difficult effects—arcs of lightning, plumes of fire, shards of ice, clouds of living darkness, hailstorms of steel and iron, and bolts of eldritch powers. No, magic was an instrument, an energy that allowed one to manipulate reality. It was a means with which mortals may touch upon the realm of the gods, but, even then, it was far from the crystallization of power. At best, it was a facsimile of power, a pale imitation. 
 
    What occurred was different. 
 
    What occurred was beyond the realm of magic. 
 
    Something reached out and forced reality to its knees, something primal—a will whose strength rivaled the will of the gods themselves, a will with the strength to dominate all life. 
 
    Alastair’s eyes snapped open. And the horde of undead, rushing toward him, all turned to dust and scattered across the open corridor, like white ash in the wind. All traces of them disappeared as well, as though they were never there at all—not a single scrap of them survived the enactment of his will upon the world. There were more of them, of course, but he must have just blinked a hundred thousand of them from reality right then and there. A frown marred his face as he walked forward. The cloud of bone-white dust that lingered in the air was rather unpleasant to the senses. The smell of it was terrible and the haze of white it left behind was a great hindrance to his vision. 
 
    “I did it,” he whispered to himself, smiling as he huffed. And then it hit him and his eyes narrowed.  
 
    Why do I suddenly feel so exhausted? he asked himself.  
 
    He breathed in and wobbled on his feet, eyes suddenly unfocused and blurry. 
 
    Absently, Alastair reached out to the sloping wall and held himself steady. His chest heaved up and down. His skin rapidly paled. His hands shook. And cold beads of sweat rolled down the side of his face. Pain—more pain than he’d ever felt before—snaked across his form. His muscles convulsed and his bones cracked. “What…” 
 
    Alastair fell down on his hands and knees, heaving. 
 
    Everything, everywhere, hurt. His body burned and screamed in pain. And all the strength he had seemed to have left him at once.  
 
    What is going on? What happened? 
 
    He coughed and blood sprayed from his mouth and onto the floor. His world spun and it took every ounce of his willpower to stop himself from falling face-first and plopping down entirely. Alastair wheezed. His muscles coiled and writhed, like a swarm of wrathful snakes in a dark pit. He closed his eyes and focused inwards. Blood dripped from his eyes, nose, and mouth. And his bones seemed to crack and creak with the slightest of movements. His regeneration, the Hydra’s Kiss, wasn’t working for some reason. The pain should have long since dissipated. 
 
    He lurched and heaved and spat out a globule of dark blood, splattering all over the floor. 
 
    What happened? 
 
    Shape, or any of his skills and abilities for that matter, did not have any drawbacks—save for that one ability he was never going to use again. It should not have tired him out in this manner. It should not have hurt him, it should not have exhausted his body or ripped and cracked apart his insides as it did. 
 
    No, he realized with a slight shake of his head. The pain was fading with every passing moment, but the fact that it was there at all baffled him. Arguing against what happened is futile, Alastair decided. What did I do differently this time? 
 
    He didn’t touch any of them. That was the most immediate and clear difference to everything he’d done before. He didn’t even bother with the use of Earthshaker to channel and further enhance his control over his most potent ability. He didn’t connect with their essence through the floor or the walls. Never before had he attempted to use Shape from afar, though mostly because he’d never considered the possibility of it. Alastair had reached out to them, felt the entirety of their being, forged and hammered his will upon them, and simply willed apart their unliving forms into dust. All of them, hundreds of thousands, rendered to dust by his will. He felt his own power then, the gravity of his own strength.  
 
    It was exhilarating. 
 
    But then came the sudden crash of exhaustion and pain that led to his current predicament. 
 
    Was it a question of range? It had to be. He’d used Shape for far more complicated things than this, but he’d always used a medium with which to connect himself to his target—though either his touch or through Earthshaker, which further magnified the size and complexity of his constructs and the speed with which he was able to make them. Merely reaching out with his mind and will alone seemed to work, but at a significant cost. Maybe he simply needed more practice or Shape needed to be upgraded even more. 
 
    And yet, it could have been something else entirely, some other factor he hadn’t considered that’d brought him pain, misery, and exhaustion. 
 
    The very thought seemed to cause something to awaken within him. And a burning agony rushed into his head and blurred his mind. A series of dizzying sounds and images fluttered by, followed by a stream of symbols, characters, and letters that formed incoherent words and gibberish all over his field of view. His system seemed crash and burn as it opened tab after tab, each one filled with distorted images and symbols. 
 
      
 
    A&E*HASN()*@#%HANXUNF*AH JASHDHUEHA AAAAAA-----&*!&ABXGA W&!U# 
 
      
 
    And then, a static of hazy grays and white and black filled his eyes as the veritable flood of odd symbols, characters, and letters disappeared.   
 
      
 
    System Rebooting… finished… corrupted data purged. New parameters accepted and processed. New Skill (????) has been added to your list of Basic Skills… 
 
    New Skill Acquired! (????) - ???? 
 
      
 
    Alastair shook his head at the influx of information. Thanks for nothing… I guess. 
 
    At the very least, he was thankful for the fact that the pain in his head was already dissipating. All that lingered was a constant, annoying ringing. The dreadful pain across his body had similarly vanished, though a few phantom sensations lingered here and there, and his muscles still felt like jelly. Alastair pushed himself up, staggering until he caught himself by leaning on a wall. 
 
    He breathed in, closed his eyes, and breathed out. “There’s no time for this.” 
 
    Despite everything, Alastair forced himself to take a step forward and then another, and another and another, until his body regained its strength and his strides came stronger than the last. He ran and stopped at the center of two adjacent hallways, each one leading to a direction that was opposite to the other—left and right. Closing his eyes, Alastair reached out to the very being of the structure he’d found himself in, its foundations, its walls, its chambers, its hidden rooms, every nook and cranny. Everything about the place was unraveled before him. 
 
    “I will allow you this boon…” the voice said. 
 
    A thousand images flashed through his mind and, suddenly, he knew every secret room, every secret passage, every treasure trove of dark knowledge, and—most importantly—he knew which direction he should be taking. 
 
    As much as he hated the idea of anyone having virtually unlimited access to his mind, Alastair would also readily admit to the fact that he needed help, especially with regards to the structure’s interior and how to navigate it. The tomb appeared to have been designed to thwart the efforts of thieves and looters. It was built like a maze, filled with narrow, winding corridors that branched out seemingly endlessly, with most branches leading to absolutely nowhere, while others led to fatal traps. Numerous secret buttons and levers led to certain doom in one form or another—spiky pits, rolling boulders, obsidian automatons, gargantuan monsters, swinging crescent blades, bolts, and all sorts of deadly things.  
 
    Of course, the most dangerous part about the whole place was the curses, etched upon the very stones that constituted the structure. They drained one’s life upon entry, slowly, subtly, until the intruders were reduced to husks of what they once were. More than that, the curses made it so that whoever ventured in would never find their way out, not unless the tomb’s sole occupant—the voice in his head—gave them permission to linger. 
 
    Alastair dashed to the rightward corridor and sprinted down, knowing exactly where his prey was and that the worm was doing. 
 
    Magnakai was in a massive chamber called the Portal Room. The necromancer stood at the center of an intricate circle with a myriad of magical glyphs and runes, surrounded by hundreds of black candles, each one blazing with the familiar green light of necromantic flames. Beyond the candles were corpses—piles of mounds of corpses. Thousands of the enthralled villagers lay lifeless, their pale and shriveled bodies drained of life. A thin, green, vapor trail extended from their forms and gathered around the necromancer, who appeared to be in the midst of a chant as the magical circle and its myriad of symbols blazed the sickly green glow of necromancy. 
 
    Alastair grimaced at the fact that more and more thralls were pouring in, ready to be sacrificed for whatever ritual Magnakai had in plan for them. The longer that worm stayed alive, the more people were going to die. 
 
    That would not do. 
 
    At the very least, the undead hadn’t yet flooded the whole structure as they did before. Instead, they seemed to be trickling in very slowly, through the front entrance, clambering and tumbling over each other as they did—a rolling flood of corpses, just as they were before. 
 
    Alastair made a left turn and waited for a moment as a massive crescent blade swung down from the ceiling. If he’d taken another step forward, his torso might have been sliced in half. As it was, Alastair merely looked on as the blade slid back into the shadows, before bolting forward once more. He leapt up, avoiding the ground as it suddenly opened up to reveal a pit of spikes with ancient bones impaled upon them. Alastair landed on his feet and continued onwards. There wouldn’t be another trap for the next thirty strides or so. 
 
    The descent into the Portal Room would be much harder, because it was much closer to the treasure rooms and libraries, and whoever built this place really hated the idea of anyone going through their stuff—which meant the traps were about to become more complicated and harder to avoid. 
 
    At the very least, the curse wasn’t affecting him. 
 
    It was affecting Magnakai, but—as a necromancer—there wasn’t much life left in him to suck out. The curses, however, were greatly hindering the worm’s progress as it made casting magic more difficult, even forcing him to be more expedient with his resources as the tomb rejected his advances again and again. Magnakai was gaining ground, true enough, but he was paid dearly for every inch he did gain. When Alastair reached him, the worm wouldn’t have enough magic to even defend himself with. 
 
    Whatever he was doing, he was desperate enough to overlook the very real possibility of his death. The man was dying; that much was clear. The curses within the tomb and the requirements for his ritual were each taking its toll and he was paying for it with his life force. 
 
    “Yes,” the voice said, “the insect is certainly driven and determined. It does not fear death. It fears failure.” 
 
    Ishtar might have been wrong about Magnakai’s motivations. Greedy and ambitious mages were easy to deal with, but fanatical maniacs on a crusade were an entirely different sort. In hindsight, Maganakai might have been closer to Slayers than he was to that other worm, Memnon. The latter was a coward with no real conviction, only dreams and ambition, but nothing more. The Slayers, for all the hatred and persecution they received for worshiping the one god that probably shouldn’t be worshiped, remained steadfast and enduring in their eternal quest to hunt down powerful monsters in the name of their lord. His eyes narrowed.  
 
    I might have to be more careful when disposing of the necromancer, Alastair thought. 
 
    He continued moving onward. Alastair took a few steps and rolled forward just as a spinning metal disc emerged from the walls and swung horizontally. He rolled under it and sprinted, then leapt high as several ghastly hands emerged from the floor and reached for his legs. Alastair grit his teeth as he landed and swore, “Hells, damn it! There is such a thing as too many traps! And this place has gone beyond that!” 
 
    “Yes, my architect was a little overzealous when designing my tomb,” the voice said, “but I’m not about to complain about a job well done.” 
 
    “Eh, the entrance needed a little more work,” Alastair said. “The twin braziers were nice, but it… well… it lacked oomph, you know? Some of the other tombs have faces or statues on the outside—very ostentatious. Yours just seems… uh… very subtle.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s fair,” the voice said. “I designed it to be that way.” 
 
    Alastair ran down a flight of stairs and had to suppress a groan as his eyes settled on the advancing undead down below. The creatures turned to him, roared, and charged, even as numerous traps activated during their approach. Gouts of flame emerged from the floor and the walls, bathing the stairway in crimson fire. Hundreds were incinerated and turned to ashes in an instant. The rest continued on.  
 
    Alastair scowled. “Ugh, how many of you must I cut down before this whole thing ends?” 
 
    Alastair raised Earthshaker into the air and slammed it down hard on the ground. Time grinded to a halt as his senses reached out to the undead. He felt the entirety of their being and the power that animated them. They were less than corpses. Their bodies were so utterly ancient that they had more in common with rocks than they did cadavers. Necromancy, however, still recognized them for what they were and animated them regardless. And yet, the grasp of death magic was flimsy at best, easily broken and shattered. Magnakai’s hold over them was far from firm, which was why he was using the latent dark magic of the tomb as a locus to maintain his grip. If he tried this anywhere else, most of the corpses would have simply fallen apart. 
 
    With Shape, Alastair reached for that connection—a conceptual thing that he’d never thought was within his reach. But he was different now. In his hands was the potential to rival the power of the gods. And he knew that. Concepts were nothing more than items to be reshaped to his will, objects to be remade in his image. They were nothing. He was everything. The only thing that mattered was his will and no one else’s. 
 
    All is nothing! Alastair thought. I am everything. My will is all! 
 
    Alastair reached out across the millions of connections, the magic that held the undead together, and the magic that tethered them to the will of Magnakai. He grasped and held the energies in place, the lingering presence of necromancy and dark magic. It felt almost like a live eel, slick with oil and not at all interested in being held down. But Alastair’s hold was iron and the magic had no choice but to obey the higher will. In the next moment, Alastair’s mind was nearly overwhelmed by the sudden transfer of power as the tether moved to him. The undead stirred, but no longer by Magnakai’s will. 
 
    They belonged to him now. 
 
    And his first command was simple. 
 
    As he opened his eyes, Alastair beheld the undead on the steps below him. Frozen stiff, the animated corpses awaited his command. He smirked. Magnakai couldn’t have been having a good time with his army effectively taken from him. The sensation of having millions bent to his will was cathartic. It felt as though he could conquer entire nations by himself, raze entire kingdoms, and force entire empires to its knees. The high, however, was short-lived. Alastair did not want an army. He did not need an army. All the power he needed lied at his fingertips. They were nothing. He was everything. 
 
    His first command was also his final. 
 
    Alastair raised his chin and spoke down upon the undead, “Disappear forever into the abyss and never return.” 
 
    The undead looked to him, eyes ablaze with the green flames of necromancy, the magic of the Netherworld. Then—one by one—crumbling down. The skeletal soldiers fell apart, their bones no longer held aloft by magic. The mummies simply fell over, like rigid corpses. 
 
    “Good,” the voice said. “You’ve rid the vermin of its greatest tool.” 
 
    Alastair smiled as he ran down the steps. 
 
    Magnakai’s army might be gone, but the necromancer was still up to something. The Undead horde seemed to merely be a distraction, a shield. The true threat had yet to reveal itself. Magnakai was nothing more than a pawn; something or someone was controlling him, the true mastermind of this whole thing. 
 
    Alastair ran and ran, avoiding traps and pitfalls as he did. Begrudgingly, he admitted, most of those things would have probably killed or greatly hindered him if the occupant of the tomb hadn’t revealed the structure’s secrets. And then, a terrible thought crossed his mind, almost causing him to lose his balance and fall, though he recovered at the last moment and leaned into a wall.  
 
    What happened to Ishtar and Zazdaria? Alastair wondered. Are they alright? 
 
    The dark voice did not bother with an answer, though he did hear a rumbling sound that might have been laughter. 
 
    Alastair gritted his teeth. Please be alright! 
 
    Ahead, the corridor to the Portal Room stood free of obstacles. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “You’re too late.” The necromancer’s voice was calm and cold, the voice of a man who believed he’d already won.  
 
    Alastair stood by the entrance of the Portal Room, eyes fixed upon the swirling mass of cascading colors that’d materialized in the middle of the magic circle, hovering several feet from the floor. The air buckled and surged around it as though a miniature hurricane was forming and spinning. The mass of energies pulsated and writhed, and seemed to grow larger with every passing moment.  
 
    “It’s too late to stop it,” Magnakai said. “The ritual is complete, little Fated. My mission is complete.” 
 
    Magnakai was a very unassuming little man in dark robes. He was thin and sickly, and seemed seconds away from dying. Gaunt and pale, the necromancer resembled closely the undead he’d once controlled. 
 
    Alastair eyed the room and found nothing that could tell him just what the worm was up to. His eyes narrowed at the gaunt man, who’d fallen to his knees, skin slowly peeling from his body. The ground shook, and the tomb seemed to shake with it. A feeling of wrongness settled over him, which was saying something considering the tomb and the Valley of the Dark Lords already felt quite wrong.  
 
    “What have you done?” Alastair asked. 
 
    A grin split apart Magnakai’s pale face, revealing rows of jagged, yellow teeth, and fat, bloated worms that wriggled in his gums. His maddened and bloodshot eyes met Alastair’s, then he burst out with laughter. “The god and master of the lands of Senekt will see this world put under his heels,” Magnakai said. “By his divine will, he shall conquer the world!” 
 
    “It’s a portal.” Ishtar casually walked out of the shadows as though she’d been there this whole time. She looked unharmed and unblemished. “I believe this maggot wanted to open a portal from here to wherever his master is.” 
 
    Ishtar snapped her fingers and Alastair heard Magnakai’s bones pop and crack. He screamed and fell onto the floor, writhing and squirming. 
 
    She held up a scroll and walked to Alastair. “Here is a map of the known world.” 
 
    Alastair’s eyes widened. The Middle Kingdom, at least, based on its representation on the map, seemed so tiny and so distant, a black blotch at the westernmost point, marked down as a desolate land of fire and death. The land of the Horse Lords, where they’d found themselves in, was even larger than he’d first thought. It stretched on further to the east for thousands upon thousands of miles of flat grasslands and open reaches that seemed to extend to the ends of the earth. The nomadic ways of the ogres made a lot more sense, after seeing this. At the southern edges of the steppes, close to the coast, was a massive kingdom that stretched the entire breadth of the lands of Urd. 
 
    To the far east, where the steppes ended, were hundreds of kingdoms and empires, foreign lands and foreign people. There were more nations than Alastair had ever thought was possible, great empires and republics, coastal settlements and even an actual floating kingdom, known only as Arcanis. To the south of the Lands of Urd, separated by a narrow sea, was the ancient land of Senekt, a similarly massive country of sparse deserts and oases. 
 
    Ishtar pointed at the land of Senekt. “I was wrong. Magnakai has an actual master who sent him here to open a portal between the two countries.” 
 
    And then, he understood immediately. Alastair nodded, eyes narrowing at the map. On the floor, Magnakai continued screaming and writhing, his bones creaking and cracking with every movement. Alastair pointed at him. “His master wants to invade the Southern Kingdom of Urd, but can’t risk a naval invasion, since the whole kingdom covers the entire beach. An attack from the north would be unexpected and difficult to defend. From the steppes, his master could then launch an invasion further eastward.” 
 
    “Politics,” Ishtar groaned. “I hate politics.” 
 
    She turned to the shimmering blob of magic at the center of the room. Her eyebrows furrowed for a moment. A look of realization overtook her pristine face. Ishtar chuckled and gestured at the magical thing. “I can stop this. The mechanics are simple enough to understand and the spell-work is amateurish at best. It won’t be easy, but I can do it.” 
 
    Magnakai’s eyes widened and his screams intensified. Alastair sent him a glance. He’d geared up for an epic battle against a powerful necromancer, but all that remained of Magnakai was an annoying wretch that was really getting into his nerves with every second he spent alive.  
 
    Alastair pointed a single finger at the downed mage, who was probably going to die within a few minutes anyway. “Is this guy needed for anything?” 
 
    Ishtar shrugged. “Not really. You can kill him if you like, but I just thought Damon might appreciate it if you—oh, I don’t know—brought him back alive or something, so you can both kill him together. I seem to remember him specifically wanting to kill Magnakai himself.” 
 
    “Eh…” Alastair stared at the broken necromancer for a moment, then shrugged. The voice that spoke to him did not specify how he was supposed to get rid of Magnakai, which meant he could—quite literally—simply drag the man out of the tomb, kicking and screaming. True enough, Damon would have preferred the honor of choking the life out of this worm. Looking at him now, Alastair hardly mustered the will to end the necromancer’s suffering—mostly because he wanted to prolong it, but also because the man seemed so pathetic, compared to the image of him Alastair had built into his head. He took it back, Memnon was more impressive.  
 
    “Alright, I’ll drag him back to the ogre’s camp,” Alastair said. I… Wait, speaking of ogres, do you know where Zazdaria is?” 
 
    “Yes, I found her half-dead in a hallway,” Ishtar said, shrugging. “She’d been fighting for a while, considering the pile of undead that was slowly building around her. She was unconscious when I got to her, but alive—covered in wounds that would have been fatal for humans, but alive nonetheless. I did my best to patch her up before sending her outside. She’d be safer there, I think.” 
 
    Alastair nodded. “She’s a tough woman. I’m sure she can handle herself outside. But I think bringing her with us was a mistake.” 
 
    “True,” Ishtar said, holding out her hand toward the swirling mass of magic and closing her eyes. The world shuddered as the ancient woman unleashed her own potent energies and clashed with the nascent powers that were building at the center of the room. Ishtar’s magic seemed to overwhelm everything, even the dark magic permeating the tomb. Its presence was akin to a massive tidal wave that swept across everything all at once. Her eyes blazed with magical energies, like great blazing braziers of crimson fire. When she spoke, the world itself shuddered. “She doesn’t operate in the same level of power as either of us.” 
 
    Alastair stood agape, even Maganakai was similarly stunned. Ishtar had never really revealed just how powerful she was until now. 
 
    With nothing to do, Alastair simply turned toward Magnakai and crouched down. The man was losing a lot of blood, though most of his bleeding was internal. The necromancer’s face looked to be halfway between horrified, angry, and anguished. The man’s face twitched and grimaced. At the very least, the bones in his head hadn’t cracked alongside everything else.  
 
    “What is your master’s name?” Alastair asked. 
 
    The necromancer groaned and seethed, blood streamed out of his mouth. “The name of my great lord is Nergal… and you, little Fated, will tremble before him.” 
 
    Ishtar seemed to stiffen at the name, but the ancient woman merely shook her head and stayed quiet. 
 
    Alastair raised an eyebrow. He leaned in and stopped inches away from Magnakai’s face. The man’s breath was terrible, like the smell of a graveyard, but even worse. The man himself smelled of death and decay. His appearance was closer to that of a corpse. The maggots and worms that lived in his mouth could attest to that. “Tremble?” Alastair said. “Yeah, I doubt that very much. In fact, I’m going to rip your master’s head right off! How does that sound? Hells, I’ll make it really slow, too—really make him feel every moment of it.” 
 
    “Foolish little Fated you are.” Magnakai spat something vile and green at Alastair’s feet. “My master is ancient beyond reckoning. And he has amassed powers you can only dream of. The Black Pyramid of Senekt is his to command. And the dead rise at his word. You are nothing more than the host of a cosmic parasite!” 
 
    Alastair surged forward and planted a kick right into the necromancer’s jaw, sending the man’s head snapping back. He wasn’t dead, but the kick should have been enough to rattle his brain. Alastair was sorely tempted to just squash the man’s head flat under his feet. But he’d save the worm for Damon. 
 
    “I won’t kill you,” Alastair said. Magnakai was awake, but his eyes were unfocused. “But I will make you bleed. I will make you hurt. And I’m going to enjoy it. I will make you beg for death. And then my friend’s going to crush your head, like a little grapefruit.” 
 
    “Sheesh, you’re really angry at him, huh?”  
 
    Alastair froze when he heard Damon’s voice suddenly speaking. He stood up and glanced around. He looked right at the very familiar figure that was standing by the doorway to the Portal Room.  
 
    Damon walked forward, smelling of alcohol and smoked meat as he did. “Why’d you run off like that, man? I enjoy drinking, but not as much as I enjoy our adventures together. Besides, that little piece of human garbage would have died before you could reach the camps. Pretty much every bone below his neck is broken.” 
 
    “How’d you get here so fast?” Alastair asked. 
 
    “I ran the whole way,” Damon said. “It wasn’t that hard. The hard part was cutting through all the bone-heads outside. But then they stopped moving for some reason and then it got easy.” 
 
    Alastair blinked, before shaking his head and chuckling. “How’d you know I was here?” 
 
    “Our map features are connected, dumbass,” Damon said. “Getting here was a pain. This place is weird. Some guy kept talking to me in my head and wouldn’t shut up about destiny and glory and whatnot. And, really, I was looking for a reason to get out of there before things got really out of hand! Do you have any idea how much fermented milk I drank?” 
 
    He was faking it. Alastair knew Damon long enough to know when he was disturbed. But, for the sake of Damon, Alastair simply went along with it. The fact that Damon’s hands were shaking told him enough.  
 
    “Ugh, more than two barrels?” Alastair said. 
 
    “No, I must have drunk half their whole supply, because the ogres kept coming at me for a drinking challenge that wasn’t going to end until someone died! If I hadn’t left, the chief would have challenged me and who knows what would have happened…” 
 
    Alastair rolled his eyes. “Let me guess, he did challenge you and offered his daughter’s hand in marriage if you beat him? That’s usually how your luck goes.” 
 
    “Yes, that’s exactly what happened, and it was really tempting because the chief’s daughter is really beautiful and tall and strong….” Damon had a dreamy look on his face as he spoke. Magnakai fell unconscious on the floor. “You should have seen her thighs, man. They were—” 
 
    “Alright, I am no longer interested in listening to you.” Alastair turned away and walked toward Ishtar, whose face seemed stuck in a perpetual frown. A stream of energies poured out of her outstretched hand and collided with the swirling mass of magic at the center of the Portal Room. She was deep in concentration. Power radiated from her form. Time and space seemed to writhe around her. 
 
    Whatever was happening, it was causing all the magic within the tomb to fluctuate wildly. 
 
    Ishtar’s magic was akin to the flow of a powerful icy river. It was cold and constant. There was neither passion nor emotion in its currents. There was only certainty and serenity, dreadful purpose and cool logic. Her magic was almost mechanical, like a well-oiled cog that did not stop turning. It wasn’t rigid, but it was so unlike the chaotic feel of magic Alastair almost always felt from any magical source. If he had to pick a single word to describe Ishtar’s power, the word would be ‘balance’—the exact opposite of what magic was supposed to be. 
 
    But then, if a mage was given some hundreds of thousands of years to practice, they’d probably arrive at a similar level of magical mastery. 
 
    The mass of magic that swirled and writhed at the center of the Portal Room, in contrast, was a maelstrom of chaos and destruction. There was neither order nor a semblance of it. The magic was random, save for its inclination toward time and space, what with it attempting to force open the latter of the two. It swirled and undulated with neither rhyme nor reason. It was, in the simplest terms, pure chaos. And yet, it was chaos with a direction, like a raging hurricane that—surprisingly—was moving in a straight line. It was utterly destructive and monstrous, but all its power was directed. It was magic as Alastair knew it to be, a contradictory mess that hardly made any sense in itself. 
 
    Unlike magic, his and Damon’s powers followed a strict and almost linear pattern of growth. Unlike magic, their powers were easily controlled and manipulated. The only element of randomness, as far as Alastair knew, was the demonic bit that marred one of his most potent abilities, Bind. And, even then, the random element was not nearly as random as magic would have made it. Because he could expect it to happen and he could expect and even predict the sort of effects it might have on his creations. 
 
    I should leave her alone to do her thing. 
 
    He turned and found Damon eyeing the corpses that surrounded them, a grim look upon his face. Magnakai was also missing a head and a torso. Alastair approached Damon and laid a hand on his shoulder. Damon seemed devastated by the revelation.  
 
    “It’s over now,” Alastair said. “He won’t be killing anyone else.” 
 
    “I could have stopped this sooner,” Damon whispered. His eyes were blank and distant and his mind seemed to be somewhere else entirely. Anger wasn’t there, though there was plenty of regret and shame, and guilt. Was he blaming himself for their deaths? “These people did not have to die. I could have prevented their deaths. This is my fault.” 
 
    “No, Damon—” 
 
    “I could have stopped this!” He snapped, eyes wide with tears and barely restrained fury. He gestured towards the corpses. “They’re dead because I couldn’t save them! They’re dead because I chose to have fun with the ogres instead of looking for them! They’re dead because of me!” 
 
    Before Alastair could reply, the magical vortex in the center of the Portal Room seemed to explode with energies. When he turned, Ishtar was just standing there, apparently finished with whatever it was she was doing. And yet, whatever she’d done had made the magic even more chaotic than before. Where it’d once been a storm with a path, it was now just a raging hurricane that moved about at random, destroying everything everywhere.  
 
    Ishtar turned to face them, her eyes grim. “You’re both psychopaths.” She raised a hand and pointed a finger at Alastair. “But you… you’re a hundred times worse than your friend over there. At least, he still has a conscience. You don’t have one. But I admire your drive to bring down those who brought down our race. Despite the thing that’s growing inside you, I believe you’ll be capable of great and terrible things. And that is why I have to do this.”  
 
    Do what? 
 
    “Neither of you will understand the gravity of your actions,” Ishtar continued, “unless I do something about it. Both of you are destined for greatness. I see it in the threads of fate. But I also see the potential for great evil and, based on everything I’ve observed about the two of you, you’re both leaning toward the latter possibility.” Behind her, the swirling vortex of magical energies intensified, shaking the tomb. Her eyes blazed with a rainbow of incandescent colors. “Light and darkness, benevolence and malevolence, rage and patience, compassion and indifference. You both wish to become heroes, yes? But I’ve seen very little heroism from either of you.” 
 
    Her words made very little sense. First of all, he wasn’t crazy. Alastair’s eyes narrowed, but Damon spoke before he could. Damon stepped forward, clearly confused and frustrated. “What in the bloody hells are you talking about, Ishtar?” he asked. 
 
    Ishtar spread her arms out. Magic radiated out of her and the swirling mass behind her seemed to destabilize even more than before. It writhed and churned and surged and pulsed with more energy. “The power you both hold is greater than you can ever imagine,” she said. “You, Damon, have not even scratched the surface of what you’re capable of. And you, Alastair, have only begun to understand the potential you hold. That is not enough. You both left your home to see the world and to go on an adventure of a lifetime. Well, where I will send you, you will find a greater adventure than you have ever dreamed.” 
 
    “And I must send you there,” she continued. “Because you little psychopaths need to understand what true heroism is.” 
 
    Finally, she turned to Alastair and their eyes locked. “You made a promise and a challenge to them. I’ve seen your dreams and glimpsed your plans. You can begin by saving one country from one oppressor. The Land of Senekt is in need of saviors.” 
 
    “What—” 
 
    A great, blinding light filled the world.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 
 
      
 
    System Error!!! 
 
    Host-Entity Displacement Detected!!! 
 
    Rerouting Power to Optimize Host-Entity Connection!!! 
 
    Power Optimized!!! 
 
    Connection Stabilized!!! 
 
    Power-Node, (Hydra’s Kiss), Disabled!!! 
 
    Power-Node Conversion Finished, (Hydra’s Kiss) has been Converted into (Hydra’s Skin)!!! 
 
    Energy Levels Stable!!! 
 
    Entity at Optimal Functionality!!! 
 
    Host at Acceptable Functionality!!! 
 
    Spatial Displacement Stabilized!!! 
 
    Host, Awaken!!! 
 
      
 
    Alastair’s eyes snapped open. 
 
    His instincts all screamed of imminent danger. 
 
    Earthshaper appeared in his grasp and he lurched forward, right arm surging for a powerful smash. A monstrous shadow loomed over him. Alastair wasted no time in driving his hammer forward and crushing the figure in one fell swoop that flattened it onto the sands at their feet. 
 
    His eyes blurred. Hazy figures surged left and right. 
 
    Alastair’s mind was similarly hazy. His thoughts were jumbled and distorted. And his memories were scattered, like the fractals of a painting that’d been torn into a thousand pieces. But he recalled enough to know himself, to know his power, and to know that he wasn’t where he was supposed to be. 
 
    Where’s Damon? Alastair wondered. 
 
    A sand-covered mummy burst out of the sand, roared, and rushed toward him at a frenzied pace. It was a gangly thing that must have been a person at some point. Its form was thin and hunched. Its body was covered in a layer of sun-scored bandages that might have been as old as time itself. Its maw, lined with misshapen teeth, opened to reveal the emptiness of its chest. And yet, it moved faster and stronger than most living men could. Though its movements were erratic and random, the mummy was possessed of an otherworldly grace that belied its form. 
 
    It leapt at Alastair and was promptly crushed and sent flying toward the dunes, where the sands then swallowed its emaciated form. 
 
    A dry, hot wind blew across the desert. Blue skies lingered overhead, the sun clear and bright in the sky. And Alastair’s skin seemed to tingle and writhe in the heat that shined from high above. The pain did not slowly abate as he’d expected. Instead, it steadily got worse and worse, until he had to shield his face from the heat with a bundle of clothes in his inventory, which he then wrapped around his head. His lips cracked and chapped. And every breath out of his mouth felt akin to plumes of fire. 
 
    I’m not regenerating, he noted immediately. 
 
    A loud wail suddenly echoed across the desert dunes, like the call of an angry, distant banshee. Within moments, several more mummies burst out of the golden sands and charged him. Alastair gritted his teeth and reached for the golden sands to engulf and destroy his enemies. 
 
    It did not respond. 
 
    Well, it did. The sands briefly arose and seemed to take on random shapes, before falling apart into the dunes. But Alastair’s control was sloppy and his grasp over his power seemed to be all over the place. 
 
    His head spun and maintaining an upright pose took almost half of his ability to focus. The other half could only barely manage to keep his reflexes and instincts from falling apart entirely. 
 
    “Raaaaahh!” Alastair charged the sand-coated undead. If his other powers were not working, he was certain his ability to make moving things stop moving was still fully functional. There were three mummies charging towards him, but one was faster than the other two. And, unlike the others, this one wore armor above its bandages and carried with it twin, curved swords of rusted steel. 
 
    It would be the first to meet its end. 
 
    Alastair struck down, angling Earthshaper so that its head would impact against the mummy’s left shoulder. The undead creature, in an intelligent act, maneuvered itself away from the blow and merely took a glancing hit that tore apart its chest cavity, which included nearly half of all its ribs. But its spine survived, which meant it was still capable of movement. Alastair’s eyes widened as the creature pivoted and countered with a blow of its own, a rusty steel blade lashing out. 
 
    Frowning, Alastair weaved his head back, just as the mummy’s withered sword sliced the open air where his face had been. He leapt back, absently swinging his hammer to the side and crushing the mummy that’d gotten too close for comfort. His eyes narrowed.  
 
    The ones without weapons or armor are unskilled, he thought. Dealing with them is easy. The one with weapons and armor is more dangerous… 
 
    His face stung. Why wasn’t it already healed? 
 
    The mummy with the weapon, who Alastair dubbed as a ‘warrior-mummy’, roared as it charged him once more. Its gaits were measured and disciplined, strength and power condensed and refined; it, despite its lack of fleshy bits, moved like a highly trained soldier. The other mummy, an unskilled, followed closely behind it, acting more akin to a wild animal, in stark contrast to its companion.  
 
    Alastair’s eyes narrowed. The wild mummy leapt forward, its jagged maw wide open in a clumsy attack. It quickly met Earthshaper’s business end with its face and was promptly sent flying off, crushed and mangled by the ancient weapon’s power. It didn’t move when its body landed and sank into the sandy dunes.  
 
    And that just leaves one more headache to deal with before I have to deal with the major headache that is figuring out where I am and how I even got here, Alastair thought. And where in the bloody hells is Damon, anyway? 
 
    Alastair swerved to the left, avoiding an X-shaped slash by the warrior-mummy. Where he stood, the undead creature would be forced to turn its whole body just to attack him. And that’s exactly what he did. The warrior-mummy turned and pivoted, using its momentum to swing both its curved swords at Alastair in a single, deadly swing. And yet, that’s exactly what Alastair wanted it to do. He was prepared. 
 
    Alastair crouched low, swiping the undead off its feet with a single, powerful swing with Earthshaper that was further enhanced by the warrior-mummy’s own counter-momentum. Both its legs cracked apart and bent, only barely held together by the bandages around it. Its torso lurched and fell forward. It screamed and lashed out blindly, and one of its rusted blades grazed Alastair’s right forearm by accident, opening a small wound. Alastair, frowning, slammed Earthshaper hard and fast, and splattered the warrior-mummy’s head across the sands. 
 
    Alastair sighed and fell to his knees. 
 
    Why did he feel so tired? 
 
    Why wasn’t his wound healing? It was small and should have disappeared almost immediately after it appeared. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he whispered into the wind, knowing well enough that no one was going to answer him, especially not when he was in the middle of nowhere, under the burning heat of the sun, his head spinning wildly, and his memories still mostly hazy. The only thing that remained clear was the fact that he really should not be here. And that one thing did not say much. 
 
    “Alastair!” His thoughts seemed to scream at the distant but incredibly familiar voice. Alastair blinked once, before forcing himself upwards. Pain wracked his form and the wound on his forearm did not look to be disappearing anytime soon. He turned and looked to the distance, where the voice came from. His eyes widened. 
 
    “Zazdaria!” The name seemed to simply flow out of his mouth. He recognized the tall form of the ogre shaman as she stumbled over the sandy dunes, her weight and bulk not aiding her in her endeavor. As best as he could, Alastair rushed toward her. 
 
    Why was she even here? She wasn’t there with them in the tomb. The woman was as far away from them as she could have been. That was, of course, she did not rush back inside the moment she woke up and somehow ended up with him when Ishtar used her magic to force them here. He blinked in realization. His memories were slowly assembling themselves back into something coherent and vaguely understandable. 
 
    They reached each other and collapsed in each other’s arms. Zazdaria, most of all, seemed weaker than she should have been. Alastair eyed her bulky form and frowned at the myriad of bruises, cuts, and slices that marred her body. She was heavily injured. And he could do little to help her.  
 
    Wait, my mind’s steadier than it was earlier, Alastair realized. Maybe, I could… 
 
    One by one, with the heavy and creative use of Shape, Alastair knitted her wounds and closed them. The superficial injuries on her skin were forcibly shut first, followed by the few broken bones she had. Her forearm and her left leg were similarly injured, likely due to a bludgeoning weapon that cracked her bones. Zazdaria seemed to be vaguely aware of what Alastair was doing and simply kept quiet as he forced her body back together as though her broken parts were torn pieces of paper to be reattached with glue. 
 
    It worked well enough. 
 
    Alastair wheezed after finishing. 
 
    Doing that was a lot more exhausting than he’d thought. Fixing a living body seemed to be a lot harder than it was to simply destroy it. 
 
    “You’re safe with me, alright?” He didn’t bother with questions. “We’ll just have to stick together and we’ll definitely make it out of this place… wherever we are.” 
 
    And I’m gonna have to find Damon too, Alastair thought. 
 
    “I recognize this place,” Zazdaria whispered. Her voice was hoarse and weak. Her body trembled. “I have been here once before to visit a tribe of ogres that roam the oases. The golden dunes… the blue sky… We are deep in the lands of Senekt.” 
 
    Senekt. 
 
    The name resonated in his head in a way no other word could have. 
 
    This was the place he wished to venture to, the place that seemed to beckon to him. 
 
    Alastair stood up and pulled Zazdaria up with him. She, fortunately, still had enough strength in her legs to stand. A harsh, dry wind blew across the dunes and flattened the sloping hills of sand around them. Alastair blinked once and gaped at the thing in the distance, surrounded by rolling mounds of shimmering, golden sands. 
 
    Ahead of them, across a hundred miles of seemingly endless deserts loomed the towering form of the Black Pyramid. 
 
    The sands shuddered. And thousands of mummies emerged. 
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