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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Things had changed in a way that Erron wasn’t ready for, and yet, it felt like this was meant to happen. His farm wasn’t ready to host guests, but he’d made do. His old squad mates from The Exiles had found him. While this was something Erron had taken great lengths to stop from happening, he had been very relieved that they seemed to understand why he’d done it.

      Jenath Darkstar, the elven ranger, with her hawk Lyra, had always been the non-judgmental kind. Sellis Trell, the diminutive halfling druid, and Agatha Mothica, the dark magic user, were not as relaxed as Jenath, but both also seemed to be taking the reality of the situation on board.

      It was true that Erron Vangian had betrayed them, and betrayed The Exiles as a whole when he stole the arcane core that was now embedded in his hand. Did the reason why he betrayed them matter? Perhaps. At least it lessened the sting.

      When they went to retrieve their horses, Erron’s heart leapt at the sight of his faithful steed, Swiftwind. His friends had used him as a pack horse on their journey south, but he was here, and Erron was overjoyed. Swiftwind whinnied and nuzzled Erron’s hand as they met once more, and the arcane core in Erron’s hand made it very clear that his steed was in fine health.

      After defeating the baleful beast known as the duergon guarding the mineshaft, they all made their way back to Erron’s farm of Hope’s End. The air in the forest was thick with the scent of damp earth and decaying underbrush, which was cut with the sweeter scent of wildflowers that grew in clusters on the forest floor. Leaves rustled in the wind overhead like the forest was whispering dark secrets between the trees.

      His loyal fiends walked with them, and Erron tried to promise his friends that he would explain everything properly in the morning, but his old friends were having none of that.

      “No, you’re going to explain everything tonight, before you have a chance to think about it too much,” Agatha said as she brushed a strand of dark hair in back of her ear. “Plus, I’m damned hungry. Please tell me you’ve got something to eat.”

      “I hope you like roasted pheasant,” Erron said with a smile, knowing full well that it was one of Agatha’s favorites.

      Agatha’s eyes went wide, and a grin cracked across her face. “You haven’t!”

      “Well, I had help from my friends,” Erron said and inclined his head toward his fleshwargs, who were trotting along beside them. They were called fleshwargs on account of Erron burying them after skinning their pelts, resulting in an odd, hairless canine form. “They’re quite the hunters. I guess I should properly explain some things before we get back to the farm.”

      And so he did. Erron told his companions most of how things worked here in Hope’s End, but not everything. He kept the knowledge of the Night Matron, who was the source of his monster-resurrecting power, to himself. Now was not the time to reveal that his power came from the soul of a dragon named Vyrmior, who should have been killed during The Quelling thousands of years ago.

      For now, Erron had control of the power. That was all that his companions needed to know.

      Erron explained that any dead body he buried in the land around his farm would rise the very next day as a loyal fiend. Humanoid or otherwise, they would come back, and Erron could make them swear fealty to him. Some would be obedient from the moment they clawed their way out of the ground, but others would be defiant and force Erron and his monsters to assert their dominance.

      “So these creatures with the four arms. They were people once?” Jenath asked. A dark look passed over the elven ranger’s face at this realization, and somehow Lyra, her hawk, echoed the scowl.

      “Yes. There are some other things I should probably tell you as well. If you’re staying at Hope’s End with me, then you’re likely going to be in the firing line, just as I am.”

      The group shared an uncertain look, but Erron gave a nervous chuckle in reply.

      “Don’t worry. I have no doubt that my monsters will keep us safe. There’s an organization here in the Southern Reach called The Crimson Dagger. They seem to want to keep control over things from the shadows. Initially, they wanted to kill me to keep anyone from starting to build a life at Hope’s End, but I took them all on.”

      “How many?” Sellis asked.

      “Three. There was a half-orc, an elf, and a gnome. They are how I discovered the latent power in the ground of Hope’s End,” Erron explained. “They came back the very next day, but they were different. The half-orc came back as Clobber, who I know you’ve all met.”

      “What of the other two?” Jenath asked.

      “Dead.”

      “And because you killed their men, The Crimson Dagger want you dead?” Sellis asked.

      “They already wanted me dead, but that certainly added fuel to the fire. They tried to abduct me again, but as you can see, they did not succeed. I killed many of them, and I buried some of them on my farm. If they’re going to send me resources that I can use, I will not squander them.”

      The conversation died for a moment then, and suddenly, the hooting of an owl broke it. Lyra the hawk snapped her head in the direction of the other bird of prey, and Jenath raised a slender hand to calm her animal partner.

      “Do you have any idea why the land raises the dead into new types of monsters?” Agatha asked.

      “No,” Erron lied.

      “The kind of magic needed to do something like this is unheard of,” Agatha said. “It takes a vast amount of soul energy to raise a corpse, and much more if you want it to be bound to the will of a living person. We all know that you have no talent with magic, Erron. No offense intended, but it’s true. So there must be a reason why this is happening on your farm. Would you like me to use my expertise to investigate this for you?”

      “There are far more useful things that I would like your assistance with to start with,” Erron said. “The why of it doesn’t matter to me much right now. I don’t have the buildings I’ll need for you all to have your own space, and we’ll need to hunt for more food. We have three more mouths to feed now.”

      “I can handle the hunting,” Jenath said. “But I’d love to see your hounds in action.”

      “I’m sure you’ll get the chance before too long,” Erron said. “It’s really only been a couple of weeks since I… since I left you all. There is much work to be done to get the farm up and running. Now are you absolutely sure the Mage Council won’t be able to find me here?”

      “That’s something we should probably talk about later, once we’ve had some food. Then we can all sit down and really go through everything,” Agatha said.

      That was all Erron needed to hear. If the answer was going to be a simple no, there would be no need for a conversation. A knot of worry started to tighten in his gut. It felt like the problems were piling on top of him so quickly that he could never crawl out from under them.

      By the time they got back to Hope’s End, everyone was beginning to look visibly tired. Everybody except Sellis, of course. The halfling never tired. She had a way of always looking ready to leap into action at the drop of a hat. This was because of her bond to the Circles of Brambles, and the bear form that she favored.

      The bramble bear form that she took when threatened enhanced her stamina to levels beyond that which any person could reach, and some of this effect also carried over to her halfling form. Even a tenth of the stamina of a bear was enough to drive her small body far beyond what any of the others could manage.

      In order for Sellis to continue to strengthen her bond with the forces of nature, she regularly needed to return to the heart of Thornweave Hollow. This was the home of the Druidic Circle of Brambles, and Sellis was always very tight-lipped about what she actually did when she returned there. But when she came back, her powers were always more potent than ever. Erron would have to check in to see when she needed to go back to the circle.

      Soon they reached the edge of the forest and Hope’s End came into view. Erron was relieved to see his farm again, but he was apprehensive of having his friends here. This was supposed to be a brand new life, and here he was dragging three people from his old life right into the middle of it.

      Erron paused at the forest’s edge. “Well, this is the northern boundary of my land. I’m still working on getting this place back into working order.”

      “For the time you’ve been gone, this is mighty impressive,” Jenath said. “The barn, the little shack, the walls; they all look newly constructed.”

      “They are. My fiends helped me put it together. Just like Agatha, I’ve got some things I should probably explain to you all as well.” Erron held his hand up and willed the arcane core embedded in his palm to glow.

      Agatha laughed. “So that’s why the Mage Council of Lutheron Lake were so adamant they needed to get the core back urgently. Is that core bonded to your skin?”

      “Not just bonded to the skin. It’s a part of me now. It shows me information about almost anything I touch, and it accelerates both my learning and my execution in a number of different ways. But there’s no way of getting it back now.” Erron continued on and headed toward the walls of Hope’s End.

      “I can think of one way,” Agatha said. “The same way that we had to take it from that hound. We killed it and we took it right out of the creature’s corpse.”

      “That adds an entirely new level of complexity to this situation,” Jenath said. “If we can’t remove the core from Erron’s body without killing him, and the Mage Council desperately wants it back, then what do we do?”

      “Fendral was pretty clear about what he wanted us to do,” Sellis said in a sad voice.

      Those words sent a chill through Erron. “Fendral sent you here?”

      His old mentor was one of the only people Erron feared, and for good reason. He was the greatest swordsman in the Five Kingdoms, and he desperately wanted Erron to stay in The Exiles where he could be watched closely. Escaping Fendral’s overbearing oversight was one of the main reasons Erron did what he did. His life could never be his own if he was always following orders.

      Sellis crossed her arms over her chest. “Of course he did. He sent us to find you, and to bring the arcane core back to the Mage Council. They paid The Exiles up front to retrieve the core for them, and now it looks like The Exiles have just gone and stolen it from them.”

      “That is pretty much what I did,” Erron said, and the shame slammed down on him like a landslide.

      “This changes things,” Sellis said. “If Erron literally can’t remove that from his body without having it cut out, then that’s just not going to happen. No matter what.”

      “It’s in his right hand too,” Jenath said. “That’s your sword arm. So if they take your hand for thievery, which they might, you’ll never be able to fight again.”

      “That is absolutely not going to happen,” Erron said. The very idea that he would give up the arcane core now that he knew exactly what it could do was not something he would even contemplate. It belonged to him now. He’d bonded to the core, and even given her a name; Arcoria.

      “It’s a good thing that you destroyed that divining rod,” Jenath said and looked hopefully at Agatha.

      Agatha shook her head and suddenly looked quite concerned. “You see, the thing is, once they figure out that we're not coming back, they’re just going to make another divining rod. They'll be able to tune it into the same arcane frequency that they used to send us here. At some stage, I don’t know when, they’ll send others after you, Erron. We don’t want them to let the dreadmages loose to hunt Erron down, because they’ll just take the core no matter the trail of bodies they leave behind.”

      Erron knew about the dreadmages. They were the attack dogs of the Mage Councils of the Five Kingdoms, hunting down apostates and those in possession of dangerous magical artifacts.

      “We all have some decisions to make in the coming days, because we are not going to be able to sit here and take no action,” Agatha continued. “They will come for you, Erron, and we need to decide how we’re going to deal with that problem. If you lot don’t figure something out, then we’re going to have to get ahead of it.”

      “How long do you think we have?” Erron asked.

      “I think it would be a very good idea for us to send written correspondence back to Fendral,” Jenath said. “We need to keep control of this situation if we don't want it to get out of hand. We’ll just tell him that the divining rod was destroyed, but we are so close that we’ve almost found Erron. We’ll say we have some leads, and hopefully, that should buy us a few weeks.”

      “You guys would lie to Fendral for me?” Erron asked.

      Agatha offered him a sad smile. “Don’t think of it as lying. Think of it as us protecting you until we can figure out what to do from here. At some point, you may need to think about finding a way to extract the arcane core from your body.”

      As they crossed the fields, many of which still needed to be cleared and readied for planting, Erron felt the future he’d been building toward over the last few weeks begin to slip out of his grasp. He was losing control of this situation too quickly, and he needed to bring things back under his control.

      “We’ll worry about all of that later, okay?” Erron asked. “Come, let’s eat.”

      Erron had enough food to feed everyone, but he knew he was going to need a better way of storing food as things continued on. If the ranks of his fiends were going to keep expanding, while also hosting his friends here for some time, he needed a way to keep his food fresh.

      There were a number of freshly plucked pheasants hanging from the rafters in his newly constructed barn. They had been defeathered and prepared already, so all that was left was bones and meat. Erron brought out a few of these in a woven basket, and they got to cooking. They ate the meat as it cooked, just as they had done while traveling together all across the Five Kingdoms.

      It was in that moment as his friends sat around his fire that Erron realized this was what had been missing. He had wanted his own life for so long and had been so focused on getting what he wanted, he didn't realize what he already had. Friends like these were worth more than all the bones and crowns in the Five Kingdoms, and that just made this whole situation even more difficult.

      “I have a question to ask all of you,” Erron said.

      “Go for it,” Jenath said as she chewed on a pheasant drumstick.

      “How mad was Fendral when you told him what I'd done?” Erron asked.

      The conversation went very quiet as Erron’s three friends shared an awkward look.

      “That bad, huh?” Erron asked.

      “He went a little bit purple,” Sellis said in a quiet voice.

      “He punched his table so hard, he cracked it,” Agatha added. “It was an old hardwood table, so there might have already been some vulnerabilities, maybe? But I think he was just that angry.”

      Erron looked down at his hands. Out of everyone that he could have let down, Fendral was the last person he ever wanted to disappoint.

      “He wanted to try and find you himself, but we convinced him not to,” Jenath said. “I didn't like the look in his eyes when he was talking about what you've done, and I didn't think he would be able to give you the benefit of the doubt like we would.”

      “It kind of felt like he wanted to go to war to find you,” Agatha said. The tone of her voice frightened Erron. He had never heard Agatha speak with real fear in her voice like that. Sure, he'd heard her be afraid before, but not like this.

      “He obviously knows exactly what I did, then?” Erron asked.

      “He knows about the paralysis spell scroll, the scroll of teleport, and that you took the arcane core with you. He was less concerned about you taking the arcane core than he was with you being missing,” Sellis said. “He was asking us whether we had felt like there was anything off with you before it happened, and I told the truth. I said that it felt like you were more distant than normal, but neither of us had any idea that you were going to turn on us like that.”

      Erron looked up from his hands and into the eyes of his friends. He made sure to make eye contact with each of them as he spoke. “I didn't do this to hurt any of you. I didn't do this to hurt the Exiles, or to hurt Fendral. But the fact of the matter is that I have been very unhappy for a long time working as a mercenary. Nothing mattered except how much coin we could earn. Sure, Fendral refused any jobs that were morally or ethically questionable, but he also wouldn't let us help people who needed it if they weren't willing to pay. If you ask me, if someone has the power to do the right thing and help someone who needs it, then you should do it. If you actively choose to not help someone, that's just as bad as actively harming them.”

      “I don't disagree with you about that,” Jenath said, and both Agatha and Sellis nodded along in agreement.

      “The longer I stayed there, the more I realized that if I didn't get out as soon as I could, I would be stuck there forever. Does that make sense?” Erron asked.

      His friends all nodded in agreement.

      “To be honest, I don't know if Fendral would have ever let you go willingly,” Jenath said. “Exiles come and go as they need to. Frozen Hells, Fendral even set up a savings account for Agatha to put money away for her to attend Dumaveil Academy. He diverts half of whatever she makes into that account to help her achieve her goals. But you, he's got you in an iron grip, and none of us know why.”

      “So you can understand why I wanted my own space, and a chance to start over,” Erron said.

      “Absolutely. We’re here for you, Erron. Tomorrow, we’ll figure out the best way forward,” Jenath said.

      They finished their food, the fiends ate as well, and then they retired to the small shack Erron had constructed for himself. Jenath and Agatha slept inside with him, and they all huddled together for warmth, just as they’d always done when sleeping on the road. Sellis said she was going to sleep, because she was more comfortable sleeping underneath the stars than cooped up inside, but there was one problem with that.

      Erron had already given a command to her fiends to dispose of all of the human bodies in his barn while everybody slept. He didn’t want to waste the resources, but he also hadn’t anticipated his friends coming into his space. There would always be more bodies, but for the moment, Erron didn’t want a host of dead humans in his barn that any of his friends might stumble across.

      The command he gave his more able-bodied fiends was to take the bodies and dispose of them in the river to the south of the farm. Hopefully, they would be taken by some of the monsters in the river, or float downriver to a place where they could not be traced.

      Sleep eluded Erron as he watched the status updates roll in from his fiends’ excursion toward the river. He hated seeing good resources being tossed away, but that was the cost of keeping his secrets. He made sure to use some of the lavender droplets on his pillow to stave off the influence of the Night Matron. He already had enough problems to deal with, and he didn’t need her trying to manipulate him any further.
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      The very next morning, Erron awoke with a sense of purpose. He knew that the Night Matron had tried to visit him during the night, as he felt the kind of mental fatigue that came with one of her visits, but he couldn’t remember it. For that, he was quite thankful.

      He didn’t visit Arcoria on her moonlit hill that night either for a detailed breakdown of all the experience he’d obtained on the preceding day, but he requested a daily summary displayed in his vision when he awoke. It appeared as a ghostly, expandable scroll that tallied up the previous day’s activities.

      
        
        Hope’s End Summary: Day 16

        Combat: +2756 experience

        Farming: +250 experience

        Fiend Forging: +2132 experience

      

      

      Even though he hadn’t done much in the previous day aside from fighting, the focus on combat personally and fighting with his fiends caused both skills to level up.

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Combat Level 5!

      

      

      
        
        You’ve unlocked the following effects:

        • Battle Stamina (Rank 1): Combat now drains 5% less stamina.

        • Fiendish Commander (Rank 1): Every time your fiends are damaged in combat, you get a small damage boost.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Fiend Forging Level 7!

      

      

      
        
        You’ve unlocked the following effects:

        • Fiendish Insight: Forging a fiend will now give you insight about that particular class of fiend. As your knowledge of each fiend class rises, any fiends forged within that class will become stronger and have a better chance to manifest positive attributes and abilities. You will also gain further insight when a fiend dies, based on the experience accumulated while it was alive.

        • Note: Fiendish Insight has already been applied based on the kinds of fiends you have forged so far.

        • Domination Cap Increased: You can now have a maximum of nine fiends under your control at any given time.

      

      

      Erron opened his fiend menus and found a new second called Fiend Insights, which he selected to view. There were six different fiend types unlocked so far, and they were listed under two different sections. The first section was labeled Pure Fiends, and the second was called Hybrid Fiends.

      Under Pure Fiends, six different kinds were listed. There were Grobbles, Withered, Orcs, Wargs, Trolls, and Revenants. Erron focused on Revenants, because those were the most numerous of fiends that he had forged so far.

      
        
        Revenant

        Current Insight Level: 2

        Source: Human

        Type: Humanoid

      

      

      Revenants are resurrected humans, forged into their subservient and compliant state. They have the appearance of freshly slain corpses, but unlike zombies, they do not rot, and are capable of problem solving. They are suited for manual labor and are usually quite good at taking orders. However, like the humans they are forged from, they can sometimes behave erratically and inherit some of the less than desirable traits from their former selves.

      

      The summary went on to describe a number of possible attributes that a revenant might have once they were forged, such as obedient, ambidextrous, cunning, belligerent, and others that Erron had seen on his forged revenants. He figured that any time a new attribute appeared, it would be added here as a possibility. The experience bar that appeared beneath the current insight level was just over half full. After another few revenants, Erron would level that up even further.

      Gnomes became Grobbles, Elves became Withered, Orcs stayed Orcs, but became the savage versions of themselves that orcs had been in the distant past. Pretty much any canine that was buried at Hope’s End would become a warg, and Trolls became Primal Trolls.

      The only other type of monster that had a similar insight level were the wargs, and they were sitting just on Insight Level 2. By that logic, it was evident that it took three fiends to reach the second level of insight.

      Under Hybrid Fiends, there was only a single entry: Lycans

      
        
        Lycan

        Current Insight Level: 1

        Source: Canine + Humanoid

        Lycans can come in a variety of shapes and body types. Lycanthropy as a disease can affect any humanoid that is afflicted by an infected lycan. In the fiend forging process, lycans can be created by combining the corpses of a canine and a humanoid. The combination can be constructed in many different ways, depending on the intent of the forger.

      

        

      
        The lycan will inherit traits and attributes from both hosts, making them quite unpredictable unless forged correctly.

      

      

      Erron took some time to look this over, and knew that he needed to put more time and effort into making more fiends. The fact that Withered even appeared in the list, which came from the elf Keserion who he had buried on his first night at Hope’s End, meant that fiends would count toward his Insight Level even if he did not bring them under his command.

      Now that the Jackals bandits who were hiding out the old crumbling fort in the forest had been completely wiped out, the majority of what was left behind by the bandits belonged to Erron by rights. He hadn’t had much of a chance to take anything with him, what with his friends from The Exiles suddenly showing up out of nowhere, so today, he planned on going back and taking what he wanted.

      After a quick bite of breakfast, he and his friends headed back to the fort. While they walked through the forest, Erron realized there had been something very important missing from breakfast. He really missed having fresh eggs, and he would definitely need to build a chicken coop and buy some chickens very soon.

      Now that he had friends staying with him, maybe getting some animals for the farm would be a good idea. Sellis was very good with animals and shared kinship with them. Some of the Exiles said that she could even speak to animals, but Sellis always denied it.

      Some of the Harrow townsguard were already at Fort Jackal when Erron arrived. He recognized a few of their faces, but did not recall their names. Erron decided to leave his monsters back at the farm to keep on with the daily tasks that needed to be done. Now that he had his old friends staying with him at the farm, he was going to need a lot more raw materials like lumber and stone. He would need to make housing for them.

      There was a part of Erron that didn't really like the idea of making permanent housing for his friends, because it sent them the message that their presence at Hope’s End would be expected to last a while. That went completely against why Erron decided to make this break in the first place. He wanted a life where he was beholden only to himself, and now he had ghosts of his past literally sleeping on the floor of his house.

      The flipside was that if Erron didn't provide them with their own lodgings, then they would have to continue staying in the tiny farmhouse that Erron always meant to expand on for himself. Having them encroach on his own personal space like that was not something he could abide for very much longer.

      Creating housing for them was the lesser of two evils. Once they moved on, Erron would be able to convert any building into more permanent lodgings for his fiends as their ranks expanded.

      “Greetings Master Vangian,” one of the townsguard said and raised a hand in greeting. He was tall, imposing, and projected an air of authority. This guy was definitely in charge. Erron was sure he’d seen him before, but couldn’t place him.

      “Good morning. I'm sorry, but I don't remember your name,” Erron replied.

      “That's fine, I wouldn't expect you to. Jonathan Brown, as plain a name as you’re ever likely to come across. Baron Algrim said you might be coming along at some point today, and he's commanded us to let you take whatever you want from inside. It is yours by right, and anything else left over will be taken back to Harrow and used accordingly.”

      “What of the fort itself?” Erron asked. “Will it be manned from this point on?”

      “The Baron has not had access to the fort and the mine below for so long that he's decided to make use of it to train his soldiers. Lots of wilderness out here, so it'll be a good chance to train the guard in combat techniques in heavy woodland,” Jonathan said. The smile on his face and the nervous looks on the other guards behind him made Erron think that he was looking forward to putting his men through their paces.

      “That will certainly make killing any bandits that take up residence in the nearby forests much easier next time,” Erron said.

      “Indeed,” Jonathan agreed, then motioned toward a trio of carts standing idly near the fort entrance. Half a dozen horses stood nearby, tied to a long hitching post with a water trough beneath. “Anyway, the Baron is happy for you to use one of these carts if you need. Load it up with whatever you want, and you can even borrow some of our horses as long as you bring them back.”

      “That's very magnanimous of Baron Algrim,” Erron said.

      “He's quite appreciative of everything you've done since you arrived here in Harrow. His list of problems has grown shorter through your actions, and I for one am thankful that I didn't have to throw the lives of my men at this fort in order to take it back. Who are your friends?” Jonathan asked and eyed the three women that accompanied Erron.

      “I’ll let them introduce themselves. Back before I came here, I was the monster wrangler for The Exiles mercenary group, and these three were under my command. As you can see, they’re not monsters, though Agatha sometimes makes me question that,” Erron said with a chuckle.

      Jenath shot a scathing look at Erron when she heard him lie to the townsguard. Erron had not been a monster wrangler for the Exiles; he been a squad leader. Erron felt warmth rush to his cheeks as he was caught in this lie. Somehow Jenath’s disapproval brought more shame than the lie itself.

      Sellis moved quickly to camouflage this awkwardness. “Oh yeah, monster wrangler extraordinaire. That's what our friend Erron is. We just helped him on his missions, did stuff that the monsters were too dumb to do. That kind of thing.”

      Agatha had a knowing smile on her face, and she arched her dark eyebrow at the halfling.

      “Well, let me tell you, it takes balls of adamantite to face down a monster and want to train it,” Jonathan said. “Say, if you ever want to make some extra bones and crowns, there are always jobs posted at the Kit and Clover. Are you familiar with it?”

      Erron thought back to all of the meals he had already eaten there, and how he had already tried to set Hazel Wormwood the apothecary up on a date with the owner, Kit Barrington. Erron wondered if they'd finally got around to having that date just yet, and how it had gone.

      “Yes, I'm very well acquainted with the Kit and Clover,” Erron said. “I’ve seen the job board, but to be honest, most of my focus has been getting Hope’s End back into some kind of order. It wasn’t left in a very good state.”

      Jonathan laughed. “You’re not wrong about that. Now, your friends don't look like farmers. They look more like mercenaries to me. So if they are looking for something to do, maybe they could go and use their talents in service of the Southern Reach?”

      “We might just do that,” Jenath said. “But, naturally, as we operate under the banner of The Exiles, we would need to enter into a proper mercenary contract for any job that we were to take on, and a customary cut would need to be sent back to our headquarters.”

      “You can set that all up through Anton Verj, the Baron’s steward. Don't mind his stuffy demeanor. I've heard that, as a very young child, he fell out of a tree and landed on a stiff branch,” Jonathan said and held one of his arms at a right angle, like it was a stick poking up straight from the ground. “I reckon that branch has been stuck up his arse ever since.”

      Erron grinned at this. Anton did indeed carry himself like he had a metal rod fused to his spine. A couple of the other guards smirked as well.

      “See? Erron knows exactly what I’m talking about,” Jonathan said with a smirk. “I'll let you get started. If you see anything that we've already pulled out of the fort that you want, just take it off our cart and put it on yours. The Baron’s orders were very clear. Whatever Erron wants, Erron gets.”

      “Please send my sincere thanks and appreciation to the Baron,” Erron said as he led his friends into the fort that he had just liberated.

      The inside of the fort was just as chaotic as Erron had left it. The Baron’s guards hadn’t been here to clean up; they were here to locate all of the valuable salvage and take it back if it could be used. Erron had no doubt that the cleanup crew would be sent in after all of the valuables were retrieved.

      He was quite taken with the knowledge that the Baron had given him free rein to take whatever he needed from here. It should have been his by right anyway, but for the Baron to organize his own men to bring an extra cart and extra horses out here for Erron to use? That was an unexpected but very pleasant surprise. This was an opportunity to fill in some of the gaps he had in his resource pool at Hope’s End.

      “So what are we looking for while we’re here?” Jenath asked. “Is there anything in particular we should be keeping our eye out for?”

      “You’ve seen the state of the farm at the moment. There’s so much that I want to do, the number of possibilities of what I could focus on next are almost overwhelming. But the way I look at it is that if you three are going to stay here for some time, you’re going to need your own spaces. But here is the thing, I want you all to be helping out. Jenath, you’re one of the best hunters I’ve ever seen, so I want you to make sure we all have enough meat and protein to eat. Not just us, but my monsters as well. There's plenty of wild game in the forests and the plains that surround my farm.”

      “You’ve got it, Erron. I would love to take your hounds out on a hunting trip. I haven’t hunted with dogs in quite some time, and I do miss the thrill of it,” Jenath said, but Erron could tell she had more questions.

      Erron sighed. “Look, I know I lied to the townsguard, okay? We all know that I didn’t have anything to do with monsters back in The Exiles. But I needed a cover story to explain them without telling the general populace that my land seems to be able to bring monsters back from the dead.”

      “Wise, honestly,” Agatha said. “You can’t let anybody know that you’re using necromancy magic, even down here in the Southern Reach.”

      “I don’t plan on it becoming general knowledge,” Erron said. “Anyway, I can definitely send Jenath out hunting with my hounds. I’ll task them with following your commands, and they’ll do whatever you tell them. They’re quite clever.”

      Erron would be able to create a group of monsters and assign them to Jenath, just as he had assigned Pactor to Edric Stormhammer, the blacksmith back in Harrow.

      “Sellis, I have a standing arrangement with the local apothecary, a woman by the name of Hazel Wormwood. She’ll purchase any alchemical ingredients we find, and I know that when you wildshape, your senses are keenly attuned to the natural world around us. I would love it if you spent some time in the forest gathering valuable and potent alchemical ingredients that we can either sell or use,” Erron said.

      “You got it!” Sellis said in an excited tone. Erron knew that she would love nothing more than heading into the forest to forage. It was one of her absolute favorite things.

      “Oh, I can help with the potion side of things,” Agatha said.  “I’m certainly not going to traipse through the forest looking for the ingredients, but as soon as Sellis goes and collects them, I can start using them. Depending on what ingredients she finds, I can make you any kind of potion you want. If you want one that is going to help recover stamina so you can plow more fields in a day, that should be pretty easy. I mean, I already saw mature cypress trees while we were walking through the forest. Their bark, when ground and combined with a few other easy to find ingredients, restore plenty of stamina. So that’s just a no-brainer.”

      “That would be a game-changer,” Erron agreed, not only for himself but for his loyal fiends. If he could give them a potion that would bolster their stamina levels, they would be able to work even harder to help achieve his goals. “I definitely support this course of action.”

      “There’s just one little problem with that,” Agatha said. “I only ever take my traveling alchemist’s kit when I’m on the road. It does the trick in a pinch, but the effects of the potions that I can make with it usually aren't as effective as they would be if I had a full setup. Cauldrons, boiling flasks, a fireplace to work with. You know, like my room back in the Exiles’ fortress?”

      “I have nothing like that at the farm,” Erron said. He did remember seeing something that could have been an alchemist's kit in Mazurak Harkin’s tower, but the very existence of the tower and the wizard’s ghost was another element to his life here in Hope’s End that he wanted to keep to himself for now. “It might be a good idea to keep an eye out for anything that could be useful as we go through this fort. If you see anything that is going to make your jobs easier going forward, please grab it and take it out to the cart.”

      They went through Fort Jackal from top to bottom. The Harrow townsguard were going through at the same time, but they deferred to Erron and his friends whenever they were in the same vicinity. When it came to useful salvage, Erron could have filled three carts full of things that he wanted.

      Down in the cellar, he found a number of barrels filled with vegetables and grains. He hadn’t been able to grow any wheat on his farm himself just yet, but he found an entire barrel full of it just waiting to be ground into flour. He got a couple of the townsguard to carry a few barrels up from the cellar. One was full of potatoes, two were full of wheat, and the last was full of yams. As long as they were kept in a dry place, these supplies would last for a few weeks, maybe even a month. They would certainly break up the monotony of just eating wild game meat every night.

      One of the more surprising things was that Erron found a whole host of different kinds of furniture that he wanted to take back to the farm. A quick conversation with Jonathan outside and Erron organized to make a couple of trips between the fort and Hope’s End. The Baron hadn’t limited Erron to only taking one cart full of salvage, so he planned on taking advantage of that.

      There were a whole host of dormitory-style bunk beds that the bandits had been sleeping on that were ripe for the taking. They smelt absolutely foul, but it was nothing that a good wash and some dried flower petals wouldn’t be able to fix. These bunks were quite large, and they could only fit two of them on the cart at any one time. Erron put the bunks on first, used some ropes to secure them, then they packed everything else in and around the bunks. They covered the lot with some sheets they found in the fort, to ensure that the whole load would remain secure on the trip back to Hope’s End.

      In one fell swoop, Erron had secured enough furniture to house his friends, as well as his monsters. Agatha was getting quite frustrated being stuck at the fort without finding anything that she needed to help with either her alchemy or her dark magic rituals. Erron put her in charge of leading the cart back to Hope’s End once it was all loaded up with salvage. Once she arrived back at the farm, Erron’s monsters would help her unload everything and follow her directions.

      All in all, Agatha ended up making five trips between the fort and the farm by the end of the day. Erron transported a grand total of eight bunk beds back to the farm, which gave him sixteen different beds for either his friends or his monsters to sleep in. On the last trip back, Erron loaded the cart up with weapon racks which he would use to store both weapons as well as farming tools.

      Each of the trips back to the farm took a loaded cart back with them. Anything that was useful, and that Erron didn’t have back at the farm, he loaded onto the cart when it was there and decided he would figure out what to do with it all later. If the Baron was giving him free rein to take everything that he wanted, then he planned on taking everything he could.

      He found enough cast-iron cooking implements to fill an entire kitchen. There were tools and weapons aplenty, and by the end of the day, Erron had enough weapons and armor to outfit a small army. Most of the armor had belonged to the Jackals, who favored leather and chainmail armor, but there was one particularly nice suit of plate armor that Erron decided to keep for himself.

      They were just about to pull away from the fort when one of the Harrow townsguard came walking out holding a large wooden box that contained a whole host of glass jars and other bits and pieces from what looked like an alchemy lab.

      Erron inclined his head in the direction of that particular guard and tapped Agatha on the shoulder. “Does anything in that box look like it might help you set up an alchemy lab?”

      Agatha’s eyes snapped wide. “By the shining heavens and the frozen hells, yes!” Agatha leapt from the side of the cart and rushed over. She snatched the box out of the hands of the guard and walked it back over to their cart.

      The guard who had just been pilfered gave a look to Jonathan Brown, his superior officer, who just offered an amused smile and shook his head.

      “You look happy now,” Erron said.

      “I’m never really happy,” Agatha said in her sarcastic way. “But sometimes things happen that chase away the darkness for a little while. But not too long, because I live in the darkness.”

      Jenath put a hand on Erron’s shoulder to get his attention. “Sellis and I are going hunting while you and Agatha head back to the farm. Get all of this stuff settled in and packed away, and hopefully, we'll have something nice to bring home.”

      “While I was in my tuskboar wildshape a little while ago, I could smell the most delectable mushrooms. They’re nearby and I just need to find them,” Sellis said.

      “Have at it,” Erron said as he stepped up into the seat at the front of the cart. He reached out, took the reins, then spurred the horses into action. With Agatha sitting next to him, they took one final load back down the forest road toward Hope’s End.
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      Erron decided to take it slow over the next few days. He had only just started to get into the rhythm of what it meant to be a farmer and monster wrangler, and now there was a whole lot of metaphorical driftwood in his mill wheel. Jenath, Sellis and Agatha all had their strengths, so he set them to the tasks which they were most suited.

      Jenath and her hawk Lyra made an incredible hunting team. Erron gave Jenath complete control over hunting duties. Erron placed his fleshwargs into one monster group and tasked them with obeying whatever command Jenath gave them. When she took them out to hunt, Erron could see all of the orders she gave them through the monster information panel.

      Agatha had a natural talent for two things: brewing potions and spellcraft. She mostly made charms, fetishes, and curse tablets, depending on the type of enchantment she wished to capture. The charms and fetishes often bore positive effects. This type of magic was known as bonicarum. Curse tablets and hexed objects were known as malificarum and were reviled across the Five Kingdoms.

      Whatever Agatha made needed to have a physical spell focus, especially if the effects were enchanted to last for any amount of time. They were often made of natural elements such as bones, sticks, and woven fiber. Curse tablets and hexed objects usually required at least something that was attuned to the person she intended to affect.

      Sometimes a lock of hair was enough, but blood was the most powerful bonding agent. Erron had asked Agatha whether there were any charms that she might be able to make him that could help with the work that he needed done here on the farm.

      They spent some time together, and Erron went through all of the current issues he had on the farm. There were a couple of different charms that Agatha said that she was going to work on. The first and foremost was the kind of charm that Agatha always took with them when they travelled on the road. It was an insect repellent charm that she usually used to make sure that they weren't attacked by mosquitoes or any other bloodsucking or venomous insects while they slept.

      Here on the farm, the insect repellent charm would make sure that no invading pests would eat Erron’s crops. He had already noticed some holes chewed in the pumpkin vine leaves that he knew he would need to address sooner or later. If Agatha could help him out with this, then that would be fantastic.

      It would also give Agatha something to do for the next few days while Erron figured out what their new rhythm would look like.

      Sellis was more than happy to go and explore the forest by herself. Before setting out, she used quite a bit of the woven fiber that Erron had crafted to weave herself a pack big enough that she could wear while in her bear form. Sellis decided that she was going to collect as many alchemical ingredients as she could find to assist Agatha in whatever potions she was going to brew.

      The new alchemical bits and pieces that Agatha took from the fort would go a long way in allowing her to set up her own alchemy lab here at the farm. Erron had collected many different glass jars with cork stoppers, which he would allow Agatha to use to store the ingredients she needed to keep.

      Erron and his friends brought back a whole host of furniture and other supplies from the fort. Erron didn’t know when he would need some of the items he brought back, but he would rather have more than not enough.

      While his friends were all busy with their new tasks, Erron took stock of his remaining fiends. Clobber, his orc, was still alive and formed the backbone of his monster force. Erron also had his two fleshwargs, who were busy helping Jenath in the hunt. Handsy, his scyther revenant, was still alive, as were Cadus and Tomas, his two combat revenants. One of the two lycan scarecrows Erron had raised from the soil was alive too. Then there was Pactor, the revenant who was assigned to Edric Stormhammer to help him out around the forge. He had a grand total of eight fiends currently under his command.

      After Erron's Fiend Forging rose to level 7, the maximum number of loyal fiends he could control at any one time, otherwise known as the domination cap, had increased to 9. That meant that he only had one more fiend slot available to raise a new monster from the dead.

      Erron was torn about exactly what kind of monster he wanted to raise from the dead next. Having another warg would make hunting easier and would be able to stand guard over the farm while everybody slept. However, making another lycan scarecrow was probably a better idea. Every time Erron focused on his current scarecrow, he saw that the patrol area  it could cover to keep birds away from his crops had almost reached its limit. If Erron wanted to expand the number of crops he was growing, he would definitely need some more scarecrows.

      However, there was nothing wrong with just making an old school scarecrow that was propped up on some sticks. It didn't have the same abilities that his wandering lycan scarecrows had, but they would probably do the trick in a pinch.

      The other option was to use another one of the dead bandits to raise another combat revenant. So far, both Cadus and Tomas excelled at both combat and helping out around the farm. They didn't have the muscles of Clobber, or the dexterity of the four-armed revenant called Handsy, but they were still an asset.

      Erron used them to haul the trees from the forest that Clobber cut down. Erron and his monsters had already begun construction on a brand new building that would become the living quarters for his friends. It was a very simple building, consisting of a central shared living space, with an individual room for each of them.

      No matter what, Erron didn’t want his friends sharing his tiny farmhouse shack, nor did he want them poking around in the crumbling farmhouse that hid the crawlspace that was still full of various monster parts. Erron wanted to talk to Mazurak Harkin before using any of these.

      When it came to designing the building for his friends, Erron had an in-depth discussion with Agatha about how things would need to be laid out in order for the central room and Agatha's quarters to both have access to the fireplace. They figured it out together, and using the arcane core embedded in Erron's right hand, they drew out the basic layout on the ground using pointed sticks. Then Erron and his monsters began construction.

      Building this brand new house went far quicker than Erron expected it to. The idea of building a structure himself would have been impossible before having the ability to command a group of monsters to do it for him. Combined with the technical knowledge unlocked through leveling up his construction skills, building a structure such as this almost felt like it was no challenge at all.

      Erron had the central room up by the end of the first day of construction. He even had a rudimentary roof on top of the structure, and that night, he actually got to sleep by himself. The three rooms that would become Jenath, Sellis, and Agatha's quarters had yet to be built, but they were more than happy to share the warm central chamber now that it had a functional hearth. Based on the rate of construction so far, it wouldn't take long for their rooms to be completed either.

      The stone hearth in this new building made for an amazing cooking fire. Erron had found a roasting spit at the fort and brought it back to Hope’s End. Jenath and the fleshwargs managed to take down a small boar, and it was crackling over the fire by midafternoon.

      Sellis had already started to make some improvements to the inside of the new structure. She had begun weaving some wildflower wreaths together and found some aesthetically pleasing places from which to hang them. They already made the inside of the structure look more homely. Erron thought it was quite fitting that Sellis would try to bring a little bit of the outside world in to make it feel more wild.

      After a few days of not much actually happening on the farm except for hard work and good times between friends, Erron was extremely happy with the progress he was making. The lodging for his friends was now complete. The central chamber now split off into three bedrooms; one for each of his friends.

      The wooden bunk beds they had taken from the fort were easily converted into single beds. Erron just had his monsters cut through the pillars on each of the corners to convert them into individual beds.

      Jenath and Agatha gladly took a bed each, and Erron’s monsters moved them dutifully into their new chambers. However, Sellis didn't want one for herself. She had already begun to build a nest on the floor out of dirt, moss, and branches that still had soft leaves clinging to them, which was how she preferred to sleep. Erron never understood it, but he figured it was something to do with her druidic circle.

      Each of the rooms reflected the personalities of the occupants almost perfectly. Jenath’s was tidy, well-organized, with not a thing out of place. She didn’t need a lot of furniture, but the choices she made were more because of their function rather than their aesthetic appeal. It wasn’t entirely devoid of personality, though. A few small plants in clay pots sat on top of the salvaged dresser, giving it a small touch of color.

      Agatha’s room was the complete opposite. She’d only had the room for a few days, but it already looked as though she had lived there for months. She had shelves that were overflowing with reagents and ingredients, which didn’t appear to be stored in any particular structure or pattern. It looked to Erron’s eyes as though she had just shoved everything where it could fit.

      It was complete and total chaos, but that described Agatha in a nutshell. Weird, disordered, spooky vibes.

      However, the shrine that sat against the far wall was meticulously curated and organized. It was laden with different types of feathers, bones, and a few strangely clean skulls. Like the flesh had been melted right off the bones. Erron thought he saw a cat skull, along with a couple of different bird skulls. One appeared to be a hawk, while the other definitely seemed to be from a crow.

      Agatha had also carved a magical symbol into the flat space on top of the ritual altar, no doubt to focus the dark magical energies she would be summoning there.

      “Can I just ask what the appeal is with the skulls?” Erron asked. “Why is it that all of you witchy types have an affinity for them?”

      “What do you think happens to your body when you die?” Agatha asked.

      Erron groaned. He hated it when Agatha answered his questions with another question in that tone she had that made him feel stupid for even asking the question in the first place.

      When it came to dead bodies, Erron had seen it many times before. He knew exactly what happened to a body after it died. “Well, first, you stop moving, and then after a while, you begin to bloat. Then you rot, just like any carcass of any other slain animal.”

      “Yes, that’s an accurate description of the physical process, but you haven't taken any notice at all of what happens from a spiritual perspective.”

      Erron shrugged. “Well, I guess that’s because I haven’t really given that aspect much thought. My job has always ended when my enemies have stopped moving.”

      Agatha gave him a knowing smile, and he just knew she was going to take pleasure in lecturing him about something. “When a creature dies, the spirit remains tethered to its physical form for a little while. It doesn’t remain there for long, because we all know that what comes from the void must return to the void. But the spiritual bindings, the magical energy that holds the soul to the body, they linger for quite some time. These soul tethers are a very easy and flexible method of making a magical bond. Skulls placed at the center of a charm or a hex make it far easier for a witch or warlock to imbue their magical will into the object. Bones are okay, and can be used to give the charm or hex even more structure, but skulls are far more potent. The bonds within the remains already exist, almost like the framework of a house. We just move the bonds around a little and alter them as we need to.”

      “So that’s why you’ve always got a boneyard in your quarters. I just thought it was because you liked that kind of stuff,” Erron said.

      “Well, that’s a part of it too. I do enjoy how they look. Plus, they’re a good reminder of how impermanent we are here in this world. What did you say before? We bloat like any other carcass?”

      “Yeah, I guess I did say that,” Erron said and rubbed the back of his head awkwardly.

      “Here, I want you to go and put this insect repellent charm wherever you want it.”

      Agatha walked over to the altar covered in bones and feathers, her long black robe trailing after her on the floor. She retrieved an intricately woven circle charm that had a locust suspended in the center. The locust’s wings were extended out to the side of the ring, while its powerful back legs were extended to touch the bottom of the circle. The combination of the dead insect and the woven circle almost made the image of a star with the point, the locust’s head, facing upwards.

      Erron took the charm into his hand and an information window appeared.

      
        
        Minor Insect Repellent Charm

        This charm will repel most insects from entering into its sphere of influence. This charm will affect an area of roughly 20 feet in all directions.

      

      

      There were some people who doubted the efficacy of charms made by hedge witches, saying that their charms were nothing but old wives’ tales, designed to part a willing idiot from their money. But if the arcane core could actually detect that effect this charm innately possessed, then that meant that there was actually something to what Agatha did. Erron had never really questioned it himself, but it was nice to have confirmation from a magical entity whose entire job was to process this kind of information that the charm would do what it was supposed to.

      “Thank you for this,” Erron said.

      “Of course. We’re going to help as much as we can, Erron. Say, do you have any idea where I might be able to find more rare and hard-to-find items that I could use in some more advanced charms?” Agatha asked.

      “The nearest town is Harrow, and we can head there whenever you’d like. Check in with Hazel Wormwood the apothecary. She’s always helpful, and a little witchy like you. I’m sure she’ll be able to point you in the right direction. If there’s something she doesn’t have, she regularly goes up to Daggerspine Keep in the mountains to trade.”

      “Excellent. I look forward to meeting this Hazel,” Agatha said and returned to her ritual altar. She lashed some small bird bones to a stick, and began making an angular spell focus.

      Erron decided to leave her be. He slipped the charm into his pocket and headed into Sellis’ room. The musty smell of damp earth and the overpowering scent of animal musk hit Erron in the nose immediately. That smell was undercut with the aroma of wildflowers, which Sellis was quite fond of. The pleasant part of the smell came from a number of flowering plants that Sellis had in pots all around the room.

      She stored her clothes in a big pile on the floor, which she called a floordrobe, with no need for any kind of furniture herself. Even though her bond to the druidic Circle of Brambles gave her a stamina boost that made her never tire in the field, Sellis still liked to sleep quite a lot. She was curled up in the middle of her nest in her bramble bear form, and Erron decided to leave her be. She was always grumpy when she was woken from sleep.

      Erron’s crops were coming along nicely, with the harrowberries maturing into hefty bushels already. The berries were already starting to attract a colony of tiny little black bugs that must have enjoyed the berries, but Erron wanted them gone. He saw tiny little black specks begin to take flight as he walked into the harrowberry patch. The charm seemed to affect the pests even while it was held in Erron’s pocket.

      “Well, that works like a treat,” Erron said. He would definitely have to get Agatha to make him a few more of these to place around the farm.

      Erron looked around appreciatively at his farm. Not only was this place truly beginning to feel like his own, but his crops were also doing well. In a few weeks, he would be ready to deliver his first true harvest to Harrow and figure out what his next steps would be when it came to food production.

      Even with all of the new buildings that had been constructed over the last week and a bit, there was still so much more to be done. Erron needed to complete the walls that protected his expanding farmstead, build a road that would lead around the southern end of the ravine that ran completely along the western side of his property, and reinforce the makeshift wooden bridge that led across the ravine close to his farmstead.

      He also wanted to make a true monster barracks for his fiends to sleep in, so they could stay out of the weather. All of his monsters obeyed his commands without question, and even took orders from Jenath, Sellis and Agatha now.

      Even though it was just over two months away, Erron knew that he needed to start preparing for winter as soon as he could. It would be here before he knew it and he would need enough food and other resources to endure it. He wouldn't be able to grow a thing during winter, unless there was some way he could find a way to grow things under snow.

      No matter what, he would need to find a way to preserve food stores without having them destroyed by the sheer cold. There were other things to consider as well, such as insulating the buildings he had around the farm, especially those that would house people, monsters, or animals during the colder months. He would also need to prepare cold weather clothing for himself and his monsters.

      If his fellow soldiers from The Exiles were still here in a month, something would have gone very wrong. Either way, Erron wanted to find a way to move them on before winter truly set in.

      For now, he would let them stay, and make use of their talents. He did miss them, but the longer they stayed here, the less this life just belonged to him.
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      After another few days of slow living and small progress, Erron decided it was time to take his old friends into Harrow to show them around. Agatha had been hounding him to introduce her to Hazel Wormwood, and it was getting to a stage where Erron couldn’t refuse her any longer.

      Erron was beginning to get a little frustrated with how slowly his skills were leveling up now, but when he asked Arcoria about this in their nightly meetings, she said that each subsequent level required vastly more experience than the last. The more powerful he grew, the slower he would advance. Erron had to figure out a way to speed this up, and having his friends from The Exiles perform duties that he would normally do himself meant that he wasn’t getting the experience for them.

      If Jenath hunted, he didn’t get the Combat experience. When Sellis went looking for reagents in the forest, he didn’t get the Foraging experience. If Agatha made items for him, he didn’t get the Crafting experience. He was glad for the help, but it was hurting his progression and growth. But maybe that was okay for now.

      More hands made for less work. They all headed through the vast plains of the Southern Reach toward the bustling town of Harrow. The morning sun cast a warm glow upon the stark fields, setting the landscape ablaze with hues of amber amongst the green.

      The road meandered through the hilly countryside, which was dotted with farmsteads and orchards. Each of these farms they passed boasted its own unique charm, from a patchwork quilt of different-colored flowers, albeit in muted colors, to fruit trees laden with an abundance of apples that weighed the branches down.

      “It looks like you’re not the only farmer in town,” Agatha said as they continued along.

      “No, I’m not. I will eventually have to find out who the rest of these farmers are, and what they specialize in,” Erron said. “Baron Algrim Garthanon is the head of this barony, and he’s one of many different children of Lord Keleth Garthanon, who sits atop the throne of Daggerspine Keep. Baron Algrim desperately needs more food to keep his soldiers fed, and it looks like he’s taken a bit of a liking to me.”

      “Flowers are pretty, but not very nutritious,” Sellis said.

      “You killed a whole bunch of bandits that he should have been able to deal with,” Jenath said disapprovingly.

      “There’s a funny story there. Well, not funny, but you should all probably know about it. The Baron’s steward, Anton Verj, he’s the one who brokered a deal with the Jackals bandits to stay at the fort in exchange for keeping the duergon fed. You know, the crazy regenerating monster I was fighting when you guys showed up?” Erron asked.

      “Why in the Five Kingdoms would the Baron want bandits to perform such an important task?” Jenath asked.

      “That’s the thing. He didn’t. Anton went off on his own and supposedly thought he was doing what he thought best. But if I’m being honest, I don’t really trust the guy,” Erron said.

      “Your intuition has always been strong,” Agatha said. “Follow your gut if it’s telling you not to trust this guy.”

      Erron nodded. He would heed Agatha’s advice. They passed by a picturesque stream which shimmered like a river of liquid gold in the early morning sunlight. The waters rushed on to wherever they were destined to be taken. Perhaps this stream went all the way to the boggy river delta to the southwest.

      As they crested a rise, the sight of Harrow finally revealed itself in the distance. It was a bustling, walled city nestled amidst the stark and dreary countryside. The town’s silhouette gave it a quaint yet sinister energy, with dark thatched roofs that rose at sharp angles.

      “That’s Harrow?” Agatha asked, unimpressed.

      “It sure is. And can you see the castle way up there in the mountains?” Erron pointed to the side of the Daggerspine Mountains where a fairly obvious road wound up the side of them to an imposing castle that jutted out from the crags. “That’s Daggerspine Keep. If you can’t find the reagents you’re looking for in Harrow, you might be able to find them in the keep.”

      Agatha gave a small hmph in response.

      They finally arrived in the town of Harrow, and the guards did their due diligence at the appearance of this new ragtag bunch of strangers. Halflings and elves were not common sights in the Southern Reach, but everybody in Harrow knew who Erron Vangian was now and his word seemed to carry some weight these days.

      As they stepped through the archway within the outside wall and headed into the heart of the town, it became clear that despite the dreary countryside that Harrow existed in, the people here did not let it get their spirits down. The air was alive with the aroma of freshly baked bread, a tantalizing scent mingling with the crisp spiciness of fallen leaves that hung in the air during fall.

      “I know I’ve already had breakfast, but that bread smells so good. Do they make pastries here? The kind with fruit inside?” Sellis asked hopefully.

      “The only place that sells that kind of thing here is the Kit and Clover, but they mainly serve bread with meals, and sweet pastries around morning tea time. Although I’m sure you could pop in and have a talk with Kit and make some requests. He runs the whole place. Inn, kitchens, and the tavern,” Erron said.

      “Let’s stay in town until morning tea, okay?” Sellis said, and it was clear that her mouth was already watering.

      A sudden wave of emotion washed over Erron as he realized how much he had missed his old friends. Sellis truly was a bear in every way except for her stature. She liked sleep and she enjoyed sweet things, and the shining heavens protect you if you got on her bad side or threatened the people she cared about.

      “Okay, so what is it that you all want to do in Harrow today?” Erron asked.

      Sellis only had food on her mind. She wanted to secure some ingredients that she could use to cook for everybody who stayed at Hope’s End. While they had procured quite a bit of flour from the barrels in the fort, there were some other ingredients she needed to be able to truly make use of it. Namely eggs, butter, and milk. It was just lucky that the season was growing colder, otherwise the butter and the milk would go bad before they could use it.

      Jenath was here more on an intelligence-gathering mission than anything else. She was the best among them when it came to figuring out the political dynamics of powerful houses that could affect the contracts they were executing for The Exiles.

      Erron was looking forward to hearing what she had to say about the Baron and the challenges that Harrow faced. The ranger decided to do her own reconnaissance today without the company of Erron or the others. She had a talent for blending in and not being seen if she so desired. She didn’t even need magic to disappear from view. Just her natural elvish grace.

      Agatha only had one thing on her mind, and that was meeting with Hazel Wormwood the apothecary. Agatha wanted to know absolutely everything about the monsters of the local area, what were some of the unique reagents and ingredients with interesting properties that she could use to brew potions and craft new spell focuses, and perhaps even locate a ley line if there was one nearby that she could tap into.

      At the mention of ley lines and magical powers, Erron decided that he wanted to be a part of that conversation and insisted on providing an introduction between Agatha and Hazel. Any intelligence Hazel might be able to provide about the monsters and animals of this area would be good too. Erron had one fiend slot left to use and he didn’t want to waste it.

      “What are ley lines again?” Jenath asked. “Sorry, I’ve never been good with any of this magic stuff.”

      “Think of them like magical roads where the current of magic is strongest. To get anywhere in the Five Kingdoms, you follow the King’s roads because you know that they are made well, and they will get you to exactly where you need to go. Ley lines are kind of like that, but for the flow of magic through our world. If you can find one that you can tap into, you can supercharge your own magical arts,” Agatha explained.

      Erron had a sneaking suspicion that due to everything that was going on here, it was fairly likely that one of these ley lines would intersect either his farm or possibly even Mazurak Harkin’s tower hidden in the forest. If Agatha was going to go poking around, she might stumble across that tower and the death field that encompassed it. Or perhaps she might go digging deeper into things underneath Hope’s End, which wouldn’t end well for anybody.

      That was a problem for another day. He would just have to keep a close eye on her and intervene if there was any risk.

      “What would you do if you found a ley line nearby?” Erron asked.

      “I have absolutely no doubt that there is a line nearby, so it’s when I find it, not if. I have a sensitivity to ambient mana, which I can only really detect if there’s a potent source of magic around me. Ever since we went through the crumbling pass to the north, my gut has been telling me that there is an immense source of magic somewhere near,” Agatha said.

      Those words sent a chill up Erron’s spine. He felt like he was losing control of the situation, like all of the secrets that he had tried to keep hidden were about to be exposed no matter what he did.

      Fendral had always said that holding on to a secret was like holding poison in your body. It might not feel bad to begin with, but eventually, the weight of the secret and its influence would grow until it was uncontrollable.

      “But what would you do with a source of magic like that if you found it?” Erron asked.

      Agatha shrugged. “I’m not sure. It would depend on what kind of magic it was, and whether it was even something that would help me. Magic can come in one of seven different affinities. There are the regular elemental affinities, like fire, air, earth, and water, as well as light and shadow. Then there is the rarer type of magic that has no affinity at all. This is the most powerful kind, because you can bend it into whatever form you want, as long as you have the knowledge and the tools.”

      “I guess just knowing that one is here would be good knowledge to have, right?” Erron asked.

      “Absolutely. If you’re lucky enough to have a ley line running right beneath your farm, I could possibly attune any of the spell focuses I’m making for you to lean more toward the element of the line, which will boost their properties.”

      “That sounds like it’s definitely worth exploring. But let’s head over to the Kit and Clover so we can hitch our horses,” Erron said.

      They headed over to the inn, toward the hitching post in front of the cute sign that showed a wooden carving of a fox kit playing with a clover leaf. Sellis could barely contain herself now that they were so close to the source of the smell of baked goods, so Erron bid her farewell and left her to her own curiosities.

      Jenath headed off to do her own thing, which left Erron and Agatha to visit Hazel. The moment they stepped into the apothecary’s workspace, Agatha went absolutely bonkers. Erron thought she had become overwhelmed by all the sights and the smells that assaulted her senses. It had almost done the same thing to him the first time he stepped foot in here.

      “Erron!” Hazel called out as she saw him enter. “How are you? Who’s your friend?”

      “Hazel Wormwood, this is Agatha Mothica, an old friend of mine. Agatha, this is Hazel.”

      Agatha crossed the room and took Hazel’s hand in hers. “This place is a dream come true.”

      Hazel laughed and shrugged. “I’ve been building this place for some time, and sometimes I feel like I’m the only one in this town who really gets how powerful the natural world around us is.”

      “Oh my word, you have basilisk tongues? And pixie wings? Oh my, is that a baby mandrake in that clay pot behind you?”

      “It sure is,” Hazel confirmed.

      Erron squinted at the tiny bulbous plant growing in the clay pot on the shelf behind Hazel. He wouldn’t have thought it was anything other than a little plant to make the inside of this already cozy little shop even cozier.

      Agatha and Hazel hit it off like they had been best friends forever. Erron couldn’t even keep up with all of the things that they were talking about, because it was almost like they were speaking a different language. They bandied back and forth about the best ingredients to put into a health potion, the best kind of moss to use on a poultice designed to heal a jagged wound to encourage the flesh to knit back together, and countless other scenarios that they just rattled off one after the other.

      It was actually quite nice to see Agatha coming out of her shell with someone who wasn’t Erron or the other two members of his crew. He knew what Agatha was really like because he’d gotten to know her, but most of the people that she met on a day-to-day basis found her cold, aloof, and unapproachable. For the most part, that initial impression was accurate, but it was only because Agatha liked to keep people at arm’s length.

      At one point, Hazel offered to put on a pot of tea and Agatha accepted on Erron’s behalf. He was learning so much about all of the different kinds of natural resources he could find in the world around him here down in the Southern Reach, and each little tidbit was being stored in the knowledge center of his arcane core.

      He wouldn’t need to remember all of the details that they spoke about, because the core would be able to do that for him. They kept going on and on about plants and roots and moss and different kinds of leaves, but Erron really wanted to know about the monsters that they could find in this area.

      “I’ve come across some interesting kinds of monsters out at the farm so far. I think there are some forest goblins living in the forests to the north?” Erron said. “Then of course there are the wolves, and the mountain trolls that sometimes come down from the mountains. Is there anything else I should be worried about?” Erron asked.

      “You have barely scratched the surface,” Hazel said as she poured the tea into three different earthen mugs, and Erron immediately recognized the workmanship.

      “Did Brella Stormhammer make these?” Erron asked.

      Hazel smiled. “Yes, she did. Edric had this absolutely ghastly boil on his behind, and I taught her how to fix it. Edric didn’t enjoy the process, but I imagine having a boil lanced in such a delicate area was probably fairly painful. But you have to get rid of the infection before you can start to heal it. She made me these cups in return, and every time I use them, it just makes me remember how good it is to have real friends.”

      “At least it doesn’t remind you of a boil on a dwarf’s rear end,” Erron said with a chuckle.

      The thought of having any kind of sharp implements pointed toward such a sensitive area made Erron wince. He took a sip from the tea and was impressed at the full-bodied flavor, which somehow maintained an intensity without being bitter. Hazel shook her head at Erron’s comment.

      “So, monsters. What should I be watching out for?” Erron asked.

      “Have you built walls yet?” Hazel asked.

      “I’ve got some in the process of being built, but I haven’t quite finished them just yet.”

      “I would definitely recommend some decent walls to start with, which are going to stop the majority of unwanted creatures from attacking you while you sleep. It’s not just the wolves and the bears that you need to worry about, you’re exactly right. There are tribes of forest goblins who live not too far from you. But honestly, I wouldn’t worry too much about the goblins; they’re actually a good influence. They use a lot of bones and hide in their construction techniques and the weapons they make, so they don’t let any fallen animals go to waste. Keeps the forest clean.”

      “Yeah, so, about that. I might have inadvertently killed a few of them because I thought they were a threat. Should I be worried about reprisal?” Erron asked.

      Hazel took a sip of her tea and savored it for a moment. “I honestly wouldn’t worry. Goblins of any variety have memories a little bit like goldfish. They might be humanoid in form, but they have no concept of familial bonds or anything like that. Even if some of them survived it’s not like they’re going to be coming at you for revenge. But if you have any dead animals on your farm, they’ll probably come and clean them up whether you want them to or not. You don’t have any livestock at the moment, anyway, do you?”

      “No, but that’s definitely something that I want to explore. Having egg-laying chickens would make a big difference to the quality of food that I can make.”

      “Oh, no doubt. If you want egg-laying chickens, you’re going to have to go and see Old Man Matako. If you came here along the main road, you passed the turnoff to his farm and probably didn’t realize it. He doesn’t grow crops and food like you do. He mainly deals in cattle and chickens. Any beef that you find in your stew at the Kit and Clover will have come from Old Man Matako’s farm. I’m sure if the price is right, he’ll sell you some chickens as well. But he’ll want to know that you have a coop ready for them to move into.”

      “That won’t be a problem. It’s been on my list of things to do for a little while anyway, so I’ll go ahead and see him once I have a coop ready. Which is the turnoff to his place, again?”

      “Do you remember the little stream that you would have passed to get back to Harrow?”

      Erron nodded.

      “On your way back, his is the first road on the right after the stone bridge leading across that little stream. Now look, I do need to warn you that Matako does not like visitors that he’s not expecting.” Hazel hesitated for a moment then, like she was trying to find the right words to continue. “Bad things have happened. I’m due to go and deliver a package to him tomorrow, so I’ll let him know that you’re going to stop by sometime in the next week or so. Just don’t freak out when you see him, okay?”

      Agatha raised her eyebrows at that. “Why would we freak out when we see him?”

      “Because he’s really misunderstood. You know the difference between Five Kingdoms orcs and the orcs from the Wildlands to the south, right?” Hazel asked.

      “The ones from way down south are supposed to be savage monsters, brutal and bloodthirsty, completely unable to be civilized,” Agatha said.

      “And that kind of attitude right there is exactly why I don’t send people out to see Matako,” Hazel said with a sigh.

      “He’s one of the savage orcs?” Erron asked with curiosity. When he had buried the half-orc that tried to kill him on his first night at Hope’s End, he had come back as one of those savage orcs. Clobber looked scary, but under Erron’s command, he was a big old marshmallow most of the time.

      Hazel nodded. “He is so gentle that he wouldn’t even hurt a fly if he didn’t have to. He looks absolutely terrifying, but he has a heart of gold. His one and only love in this entire world are the animals that he looks after. He won’t sell to you unless he feels like you are going to love those chickens as much as he does.”

      “I like him already,” Erron said.

      “I’m sure he’ll be able to pick up on that. I’d probably just recommend Erron just going alone for your first meeting with him. You can work up to bringing others eventually if you have to, but Matako is the kind of guy who’s best left to his own devices as much as possible. Does not usually play well with others.”

      They continued talking for hours, and Erron found out some great intel about the particular areas he might be able to find different kinds of monsters. Wolves liked the lowlands and the plains, but stayed away from farms generally, because they knew that they were more likely to be killed if they got too close. Bears tended to stay in the deep forest unless something happened that made food harder to find. Then they could sometimes become nuisances, and they had absolutely no fear of people. The kinds of bears that lived this far south would kill and eat a man just as quickly as they would kill and eat a deer.

      There were also alraunes in the forest, which were immobile but devastating if you wandered into their traps. They were man-sized carnivorous plants with tentacle-like creeper vines that ensnared prey and dragged them down into their digestion chambers under the ground. The acid within was so powerful, it could melt bones down into sludge, leaving absolutely nothing of the victim remaining.

      The most dangerous kinds of monsters within striking distance of Hope’s End that could possibly become a threat were the mountain trolls, but they were a threat to everyone who lived within close vicinity of the Daggerspine Mountains. Then there were the rivora who menaced anything close to the river’s edge to the south. Erron had never seen a rivora with his own eyes, but he’d heard stories. They were supposedly like piranhas with legs, with little bodies and massive gnashing jaws. A swarm of them was enough to reduce a man down to his bones in less than a minute.

      Erron was suddenly thankful that he hadn’t decided to go fishing, and he suddenly realized why Lanzo Kardula, the Crimson Dagger head honcho in this area, had called him smart for his story about dumping a body in the river to get rid of it.

      Erron and Hazel did a little business before they left, trading some of the bits and pieces Sellis had found in the forest. Agatha bought some components for her spell focuses, but didn’t go crazy. Erron left with a few more bones and crowns in his coin purse than he expected to. Apparently, Sellis had found some quite difficult to find bits and pieces that Hazel had been looking for.

      They were about to leave when Hazel handed Erron a flyer. “Hey, don’t forget about the Festival of the Pumpkin Queen!”
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      Erron took the piece of paper. “What is this?”

      “Exactly what it sounds like,” Hazel replied. “We hold a festival toward the end of every fall for the Pumpkin Queen. It’s this old legend of a woman who would fly around the Southern Reach on her broom and bless each family that left a carved pumpkin outside their door for her. The Pumpkin Queen doesn’t have a face of her own, you see. She will curse any family that doesn’t leave a carved pumpkin outside their door, because she needs us for her next head. Leaving a carved pumpkin ensures you won’t be cursed, but if she chooses your pumpkin as her head for the next year, your blessings will be uncountable.”

      “I love it,” Agatha said. “I’ve never heard of this legend, but I am ready to swear my life to the Pumpkin Queen.”

      “Have you ever carved one?” Hazel asked, sudden enthusiasm blossoming on her face.

      “No, never!” Agatha said, matching the apothecary’s level of excitement.

      “Oh, I simply must teach you.”

      “Did you two just become best friends?” Erron asked in a sarcastic tone.

      “I think so,” Hazel said with a smile.

      “It’s settled! I’ll be back in town later in the week if you want to have tea again?” Agatha asked.

      “It would be my pleasure.”

      Erron looked down at the flier as they walked back out into the streets of Harrow and read through it.

      
        
        The Festival of the Pumpkin Queen draws near…

        Join us for a Spooktacular Celebration!

        Step into a world of enchantment, laughter and all the wonders of Fall!

        When? The 28th of Spiritfall

        Where: The Townsguard Training Grounds on the outskirts of Harrow

      

      

      
        
        Calling all performers and vendors!

        Are you an entertainer ready to captivate the crowd with your talents? Or perhaps you’re a skilled artisan seeking to showcase your crafts to the people of Harrow? We invite all those with a flair for the season to participate in this extraordinary celebration.

        If you wish to be a part of the Festival of the Pumpkin Queen, please see the Baron’s steward, Mister Anton Verj, key coordinator of the event. He will provide further details.

      

      

      
        
        Be prepared for whimsical delights, delectable treats, and an unforgettable experience. Join us in honoring the Pumpkin Queen and celebrating the bountiful wonders of Fall.

        Mark your calendars, spread the word, and save the date for the Festival of the Pumpkin Queen—an event that will surely leave lasting memories for you and your family!

        Will you be the one to receive the Pumpkin Queen’s blessing?

      

      

      Erron broke out into a smile. One of the best things about mercenary work was that it took him to many different places across the Five Kingdoms. When those trips coincided with local festivals or fairs, he always made an effort to attend them. He liked all of the sweets, all of the merchants that came from all over the Five Kingdoms just to be there, and to get to know the people of these places. Some of the bigger events even had amusement rides that were powered by gnomish engineering and arcane magical items.

      There were rides that spun really fast and made you dizzy, others that lifted you off the ground and took you high into the sky like you were a bird on the wing, but his favorite kind of amusement was always the Farice Wheel. It was an enormous contraption that moved quite slowly, with a giant wheel in the center and many different carriages attached to that wheel. As it spun slowly around, the carriages were lifted into the air, and gave an incredible view of the entire festival beneath to anyone inside of it. Erron liked the Farice Wheel the best because anyone could go on it. It didn’t matter if you were a child or so old that you could barely walk, all you needed to do was sit down and enjoy the ride.

      “I think I want to build a Farice Wheel for the festival,” Erron said.

      “Aren't those absolutely massive, impossible to move, and take up a whole lot of resources?” Agatha asked.

      "Yes, but I don't see it as a problem," Erron replied confidently. "I can use my monsters to operate it. Pulleys, levers, and monster muscle power should do it. I'll have access to all the wood and iron I need to construct it after clearing out the mine below the fort.”

      Agatha pondered for a moment before voicing her concern. "How do you plan to manage building a carnival attraction while also tending to the farm?"

      Erron smirked. "I suppose it's lucky that I recently acquired three new eager helpers. You've got to earn your keep somehow, right?"

      Agatha rolled her eyes. "So, you want us to run the farm while you venture off to build your Farice Wheel? That doesn't sound like an equitable distribution of fun."

      Erron clarified. "I'm not asking you to take over the farm entirely. I'll still handle most of the farming responsibilities, but I'll delegate the tasks I don't particularly enjoy."

      Agatha chuckled. "Well, as long as you let me contribute to the decorations, I'll help out any way I can. I’m already getting visions of carriages that look like pumpkins in honor of the Pumpkin Queen."

      Erron's enthusiasm matched Agatha's vision. "I love the sound of that!"

      “See? I’m not just a pretty face,” Agatha said with a wink.

      Erron already knew she was much more than that, but it was nice to hear Agatha admit it herself. He hadn’t seen her this excited about something in forever.

      “I just need to go and see a friend for a moment,” Erron said. “He’s a dwarven blacksmith. You’re welcome to come with me if you’d like. Or there’s a general store run by his wife Brella, filled with all kinds of hidden treasures.”

      “I’ll go treasure hunting. Meet at the inn for lunch?” Agatha asked.

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      Erron headed into the bustling blacksmith shop in the heart of Harrow, the rhythmic clang of hammers greeting his ears. Edric Stormhammer, a stout dwarf with a his magnificent beard twisted into two tails, and then bound into a thick tail. The runes around the iron ring that held the beard together were a prayer to Dvarg, the dwarven stonesaint of beards. Edric had arms like tree trunks, and the moment Erron walked in, the dwarf looked up from his anvil, a wide grin spreading across his face.

      "Erron, me lad! You've come to check on Pactor, have you?" Edric's voice boomed with delight.

      "Aye, Edric," Erron replied with a nod, his gaze shifting to the figure of Pactor, his revenant that had been buried with a blacksmith hammer to imbue him with basic smithing knowledge.

      Edric's eyes twinkled. "Pactor's been a right blessing in the forge. The lad's got the grip of a giant, he can reach the top shelf without needin’ a step ladder, and he doesn’t talk back!"

      Erron couldn't help but smile. "I'm glad to hear it, Edric. I have to admit that I was a little worried. I mostly trained monsters for combat and security, so it’s nice to know that they can help out with less bloodthirsty tasks as well.”

      Edric's grin widened. "Aye, he's become an irreplaceable part of my team. But I'll tell you, lad, I could use another one or two of these loyal workers. But for now, I’d like to make this a more official arrangement. How much are you charging for Pactor’s services?"

      Erron's brows furrowed thoughtfully. "Well, here’s the thing. I think I’d prefer to engage you for a new project I’ve got coming up. I’m really starting to build Hope’s End up into something to be proud of, but there’s something else I’m going to be working on soon. Have you ever heard of a Farice Wheel?"

      Edric's eyes lit up, gratitude evident in his voice. "O’course I have! You’re not going to build one for the festival, are you?"

      “Well, I would like to, but I’m going to need a lot of metalwork done to make sure it’s stable. How would you feel about teaming up on that in exchange for Pactor’s services for the next couple of months?”

      “That’s a lot of work, lad. But the festival is one of Brella’s favorite times of the year, and I know that she’d just about lose her mind if there was a real Farice Wheel. You’ve got yourself a deal!”

      Erron and Edric shook hands.

      Erron took a moment to look over Pactor’s statistics while he was here and was happy to see that his fiend had risen to Level 5, which was two levels higher than he had been when he rose from the soil of Hope’s End.

      
        
        Level 5 Revenant Smith

        Quality: Uncommon

        Health Points: 46

        Mana: 12

        Strength: 8

        Intelligence: 4

        Constitution: 7

        Charisma: 1

        Dexterity: 5

        Wisdom: 3

        Spells known: none

        Abilities known: Smelt, Novice Smithing

      

      

      
        
        Attributes:

        • Heat Resistant

        • Obedient

        • Hammer Proficiency

      

      

      
        
        Heat Resistant

        This fiend was buried with a blacksmith hammer, which imbues it with an inbuilt heat resistance so it can work in the environment of a forge without breaking down.

      

      

      
        
        Obedient

        This fiend will follow orders.

        Fiends inherit traits from the bodies they are risen from.

      

      

      
        
        Hammer Proficiency

        This fiend was buried with a blacksmith hammer, which imbues it with an inbuilt proficiency for using hammers. This extends to one-handed and two-handed hammers, of either tools or weapons.

      

      

      Erron read through the information held within Pactor’s fiend summary, and he was surprised to see that the blacksmith hammer had imbued the fiend with both a hammer proficiency and a heat resistance. If he ever had to send his fiends into a hot environment, burying them with a blacksmith hammer was one way he could ensure they wouldn’t suffer damage from the hot environment.

      It seemed as though the Obedient trait was something that his revenants inherited when he buried the bodies of the Crimson Dagger men he had slain on his farm. He didn’t know whether it was just a human body that inherited this trait, or whether it was specifically from the dead Crimson Dagger men.

      The two abilities Pactor had – Smelt and Novice Smithing – were because of the hammer as well. These two abilities let Pactor help Edric out with the smelting of ores, and lower skilled blacksmith tasks.

      All in all, Erron was pretty happy with how things were going here.

      “Have there been any incidents with Pactor refusing commands or anything?” Erron asked.

      Edric paused, wiping the sweat from his brow with the back of his hand. “Nay, Erron, I can honestly say there ain't been a single concern with Pactor's behavior. The fellow's as obedient as a loyal hound, following my every command without hesitation. Struggles a bit with some tasks if they’re too complex, but I’ve have apprentices who’ve struggled more!”

      Erron relaxed, a wave of relief washing over him. "That's good to hear, Edric."

      It was a gamble leaving the revenant with Edric. The last thing Erron wanted was for one of his monsters to go crazy and turn on the people of Harrow. But Pactor did have the Obedient trait, which probably helped. He couldn’t imagine doing anything like this with Clobber.

      Edric nodded. "Aye, he takes to the forge like a natural. He follows whatever I tell him to, like he’s just as dedicated to the craft as I am."

      “That’s good to hear. Any issues, please let me know as soon as you can,” Erron said. “Now, I have to see Anton and tell him the good news about the Farice Wheel. Can I tell him you’ll be helping out?”

      “Aye, o’course you can, lad!”

      Erron left the blacksmith and headed in the direction of the Baron’s Manor House. It loomed before Erron, with a sinister air about it even from a distance. Its dark pointed roofs stretched skyward, their dark slate tiles contrasting with the lighter stone walls.

      Tall, narrow windows adorned the front of the manor like watchful eyes, and seemed to hide secrets held within the manor’s depths. A pack of stone gargoyles adorned each corner of the roof, looking down on the town of Harrow with mischief in their eyes, tongues permanently extended in a mocking expression.

      Erron walked up the steps toward the heavy oak doors, and the guards standing in front of them nodded as he approached.

      “Master Vangian,” one of the guards said.

      “Hello, just here to see Anton Verj. Is he in?” Erron asked.

      The guard nodded. “Yes, he’s acting in the Baron’s stead while he is indisposed.”

      “Indisposed?” Erron asked. “Is he here in Harrow right now?”

      “Uh, it’s best if you speak to Anton,” the guard replied.

      Suddenly, a knot of worry began to tie itself inside Erron’s stomach. The Baron had just recently been summoned to Daggerspine Keep and returned to Harrow, but now he was unavailable again? Something was amiss.

      Erron made his way toward Baron Algrim Garthanon's study, his heart pounding with a mix of anticipation and trepidation. He took a deep breath, steeling himself for the audience he sought with Anton Verj, the steward of Harrow in the Baron’s absence. Gripping the cold iron handle, he pushed open the door and stepped into the dimly lit chamber.

      "Anton, are you in here?" Erron asked, his voice echoing softly in the silence. The steward, seated at a massive oak desk strewn with parchments and scrolls, glanced up from his work, his gaze piercing. "I've come to discuss the plans for the Festival of the Pumpkin Queen, but what is this I hear of the Baron not being here?"

      Anton motioned for Erron to enter further into the study, his eyes narrowing with an intensity that sent a chill down Erron's spine. "Close the door behind you, Erron," he said, his voice carrying a weight that hinted at grave news.

      Erron did as he was instructed, his curiosity now mingled with a sense of foreboding. As the door clicked shut, sealing them within the room, Anton's face darkened, his features etched with lines of worry and sorrow.

      "Erron, I know that you and I have been at odds on a number of occasions during your tenure at Hope’s End, but I fear that we will need to work together in the coming days if Harrow is to survive," Anton began, his voice low and somber. "There are matters of great urgency that are more important than any plans we might have for the festival."

      Erron's brows furrowed, his mind grappling to comprehend the shift in tone. "What is it, Anton? What happened?"

      Anton leaned forward, his voice a mere whisper now, laden with the weight of the words that were caught in his throat. "Baron Algrim Garthanon... he is dead."

      Erron's heart skipped a beat, the air in the room growing heavy with an ominous feeling of dread. "Dead? How?”

      Anton's eyes bore into Erron's, filled with a mix of grief and fear. “The details are murky, but it appears an ill fate has befallen our lord. I don’t believe the reports that are coming out of Daggerspine Keep. In his stead, one of Lord Keleth Garthanon’s illegitimate sons has just been legitimized and is being sent to Harrow as the new Baron.”

      “How can this happen? What of the Baron’s guards?” Erron asked, clutching at the logical questions that came to his mind. The Baron was always surrounded by his loyal men. How could he have possibly been slain?

      “Here, read the report yourself,” Anton said and handed an unraveled scroll across the desk to Erron.

      
        
        Esteemed Steward,

      

        

      
        It is with a heavy heart that I pen this missive to inform you of the untimely demise of Baron Algrim Garthanon, my esteemed brother and Baron of Harrow. The circumstances surrounding his passing are as unfathomable as they are unfortunate.

      

        

      
        I regret to inform you that he was discovered lifeless within the chambers of his consort, the enchanting Lady Evangeline Mistral. It appears that our dear Baron succumbed to a sudden and unforeseen heart attack. Evangeline has provided counsel that during their union, Algrim clutched his chest and fell to the floor. He was dead before the healers could inspect him.

      

        

      
        The shock and grief that gripped us upon this discovery cannot be overstated. Lady Evangeline herself is overcome with sorrow, now shrouded in mourning. The loss of my beloved cousin leaves an indelible void.

      

        

      
        As you may have heard, our father, Lord Keleth Garthanon, has seen it in his great wisdom to legitimize me as one of his own sons. I am no longer Corvin Thorn, I am now Corvin Garthanon, with all the responsibility and duty that name brings.

      

        

      
        In light of this unforeseen tragedy, it falls upon me to assume the mantle of leadership and continue the noble legacy set forth by Algrim. Harrow shall remain steadfast under my guidance, as I strive to honor Algrim's memory and carry out the responsibilities entrusted to me.

      

        

      
        I beseech you, Steward Verj, to ensure the smooth transition of power within the manor. Your unwavering dedication to the house and your astute counsel shall prove invaluable during these challenging times. Together, let us navigate the uncertain waters that lie ahead, upholding the honor and traditions of the noble house of Garthanon.

      

        

      
        May the light of Algrim's memory guide our steps, and may the spirit of unity prevail as we face the trials that accompany this unfortunate event.

      

        

      
        Yours faithfully,

      

        

      
        Lord Corvin Garthanon

      

      

      “Lord Corvin Garthanon?” Erron asked.

      This was exactly what Algrim had been afraid of. One of his bastard brothers or sisters being legitimized and taking over one of the holdfasts. He had been more afraid of his infirm brother Braddock Garthanon falling prey to foul play first.

      “Yes, and this missive came with Lord Keleth’s wax seal. I have no doubt that it’s authentic,” Anton said.

      “Do you think that it was a heart attack, like they said?” Erron asked.

      “There are many poisons which can mimic the symptoms of a heart attack, but there's no way to know for sure. Troubles with the heart generally only come to those who are sedentary or have grown fat over the years. Algrim was neither of these things, so it is either a freak accident, or our dear Baron was poisoned.”

      Erron's mind reeled, the implications of this revelation sinking in.

      “What do you know of this Corvin guy?” Erron asked.

      Anton’s brows furrowed, and a shadow of something crossed over his face. “Corvin, his past is marred by darkness. He’s a troubled soul. Ambitious, yes, and always favored by Lord Keleth for his willingness to get his hands dirty.”

      “What has he done, Anton? I need to know.”

      Anton sighed heavily, his voice laden with a somber weight. “There was an incident to the east, a village on the coast. It was said to be the sanctuary of a group of raiders who sailed up and down the coast, plundering ships where they could. Not quite seafaring pirates, but a persistent nuisance that was interrupting trade. Lord Keleth tasked Corvin with exposing the raiders and bringing the Lord’s justice upon them. The problem was that the villagers protected their own.”

      “What did he do?”

      “He burned the entire village to the ground. Men, women, children. All destroyed by the flames set by his hands.”

      “What do you think he’s capable of, being in control of an entire holdfast?” Erron asked.

      “I have no idea. Which is why I’m confiding in you, Master Vangian. Baron Algrim confided in me that the curse of Hope’s End has passed to you, for better or worse. I will need to bow to Corvin and be the perfect steward, executing his commands to the letter, otherwise I fear I am not long for this world. But if things should go south, and his vile tendencies rise to the surface, I need to know I can count on you.”

      Erron’s mind reeled from the revelation that Algrim had spilled the beans about Hope’s End. How much did Anton know? Well, it didn’t matter now. Hope’s End was his home, and so was Harrow.

      “I’ll do whatever I can.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Erron, Sellis, Agatha, and Jenath gathered around a sturdy wooden table in the Kit and Clover. The scent of hearty meals and freshly baked bread wafted through the air, mingling with the warm, inviting ambiance of the inn. A crackling fireplace cast a soft glow, casting flickering shadows upon the worn stone walls, which banished the cold away.

      As they settled into their seats, the clinking of mugs and the hum of conversation filled the room. The innkeeper, the jovial Kit Barrington, approached their table. He tried to smooth down his unruly beard, but it was in vain.

      “Well, hello there, Master Vangian! Your little friend was telling me how she knew you,” Kit said.

      “How many pastries did Sellis buy?” Erron asked with a smirk.

      “Enough for me to wonder where she puts it all, I’ll be honest,” Kit replied, and Sellis just gave a broad smile. “She’s got lots of ideas, this one. She’s given me a lot to think about.”

      “Oh?” Erron asked, curious.

      “I asked him if I could be his apprentice,” Sellis said, beaming. “Well, I’d be teaching him how to make proper pastries like they do up in the Northern Kingdoms. His are tasty, but unrefined. This town really needs a good bakery, and I think I’m the one who’s going to solve that problem.”

      Erron looked at his friend with a curious eye. Sellis had never been the kind to settle down in one place, and now she was talking about opening a bakery of her own? What was going on here?

      “I won’t take too much of her time, I promise,” Kit said in a beseeching tone. “I know she’s been helping you out at the farm.”

      Erron batted the comment away like it was a nuisance fly. “Oh, don’t worry about me. Sellis is her own woman. She can do as she pleases. I warn you, though, Kit, don’t get on the wrong side of her. She might be small, but… Well, I guess you’ll see if you cross her.”

      The color drained out of Kit’s face. “I take your concerns on board, lad. So, what can I get you all for lunch?”

      Erron decided on the mutton pie, potatoes and gravy. Jenath and Agatha went for the beef stew, and Sellis decided on roast beef and vegetables. More meat than vegetables, she insisted. Kit disappeared back into the kitchen to prepare the meals, and sent one of his serving girls back over with their drinks. Erron and Sellis each had a flagon of honey mead, but Jenath and Agatha decided on a glass of Cahbrand Red each. Well, they were the more sophisticated pair of the group. Sellis and Erron clinked their flagons together and drank deep as Erron steeled himself for the revelations he needed to share.

      Erron glanced around, his voice hushed as he began. He didn’t want anybody else in the Kit and Clover listening into this, as it wasn’t common knowledge just yet. “There’s something I need to share with all of you. I’ve received grave tidings about Harrow.”

      Sellis leaned forward, concern etched across her face. “What is it, Erron? What happened?”

      Jenath offered a wan smile, like she already knew what was coming.

      Erron’s gaze fixed upon his friends, his voice low but filled with urgency. “Baron Algrim Garthanon is dead. I met with Anton Verj, the Baron’s steward. Oh, blazes, I forgot to tell him about the Farice Wheel. Ah, no matter. I’ll see him again soon. Anton received a missive sealed with Lord Keleth’s wax seal. It is legitimate.”

      Agatha’s eyes widened. “How did he die? He was in good health, wasn’t he?”

      Erron lowered his voice further, his words laced with a mixture of sorrow and apprehension. “Baron Algrim was discovered lifeless in the chambers of Lady Evangeline Mistral, one of his consorts. It appears he suffered a sudden heart attack. That’s what the letter said anyway.”

      The gravity of the situation hung heavy in the air, the room seemingly falling into a hushed silence. Jenath, her elven features creased with worry, broke the silence. “I’ve been hearing murmurs among the townsguard, Erron. They’re deeply worried about what this means for Harrow’s future.”

      Erron nodded, his gaze sweeping across his friends. “Lord Keleth’s illegitimate son Corvin Garthanon is being sent here as the new Baron, but Anton is worried about what kind of leader he will be. He has a storied history of savage violence, from what Anton said. Jenath, do you think you could do some asking around about this Corvin fellow? See if the chatter about him matches the story I’m getting from Anton? I still don’t fully trust the steward.”

      Jenath nodded. “Of course. I can get started on that right away. Do you think it would be worth a trip up to Daggerspine Keep to take the temperature of what’s happening there? Surely the court must be in an uproar about a bastard being legitimized like this.”

      “Yes, I think that would be wise,” Erron said. “Take all of the pelts from the game you’ve hunted with you. We’ll use that as a cover story. You’ll want to take them to a man named Lucky Barrick, a tanner and leatherworker. Tell him Erron Vangian sent you, and he’ll pay a good price.”

      “Ooh, can I come with you?” Agatha asked. “It’s dreadfully cold, and getting colder by the day. I feel like I need some warmer clothes.”

      “Of course, but I don’t want this to turn into a shopping trip,” Erron said in a joking tone. “You’re there to gather information first, and shop second.”

      “Of course,” Agatha in a mischievous tone.

      Kit came back carrying two meals at a time. Stews first, then Sellis and Erron’s meals. Erron was impressed at the mutton pie even at first glance. The pastry was flaky and golden, and the potatoes were roasted to perfection. The little bowl of gravy on the side was the perfect complement. He dunked one of the potatoes in the gravy, then popped it into his mouth. It was so good, his eyes rolled back into his head.

      Sellis pierced a fork into her meal, her voice filled with determination. “Well, Erron and I will stay here and manage the farm. I’ll keep my time with Kit to a minimum so we can keep up with everything.”

      “I’m actually pretty good on that front,” Erron said. “I think being here with Kit in amongst all the people of Harrow is actually going to be a good thing. We’ll be able to find out far more information that way. Besides, if we divert from what you’ve already organized with Kit, then he might get suspicious. We don’t want that. If you become friends with Kit, he’ll tell you anything. He’s a good man.”

      “Yeah, I got that impression. He really just likes to take care of people,” Sellis agreed.

      “There are other tidings I need to bring to your attention, Erron.” Jenath had a dark look on her face, like there was something even worse that she was about to reveal. “The Baron’s death is an ill enough tiding, but the townsguard have other concerns.”

      “Go on,” Erron said.

      “The townsguard report that there are monstrous beings roaming the world at night, ambushing people as they travel from the Wildlands up into the Southern Reach. They say the roads beyond the bridge over the river to the south are no longer safe to travel at night. Bodies have been found with flesh missing, and they say that it might be savage men from the Wildlands come up to feed.”

      “There are people in the Wildlands that would eat people?” Agatha asked, aghast.

      “There are many legends about the Wildlands, but who knows what is true? All I know is that there has only been one survivor of the attacks, but he soon succumbed to the wounds,” Jenath said. “Apparently, the boy said that these gray-skinned monster men were eating his parents while they were still alive. The boy died, but his body went missing. Some of the townsguard say that he got back up and left Griselda’s mortuary in the middle of the night.”

      Sellis shuddered. “That’s horrible.”

      Erron’s mind raced as he had an idea. “These attacks, they were to the south, you said? Beyond the river?”

      “Yes.”

      “There’s an old ruin on top of a hill to the south. Did the townsguard mention this at all?”

      “Actually, yes,” Jenath said. “Doomwhisper’s Barrow is what they call it. I heard more than one guard mention it in relation to these attacks.”

      Erron’s grip tightened around his flagon of mead. A whirlwind of concern and realization mixed together. “If those ruins hold the key to these attacks, we’re probably going to have to investigate it further and put an end to the threat. If the boy was bitten and succumbed to his wounds, then got back up and walked out, we’re talking about the undead.”

      “The townsguard won’t do anything about it, that’s for sure,” Jenath said. “Their jurisdiction ends at the river, they said. They’re washing their hands of this threat aside from warning travelers who are headed in that direction, and killing anything that makes its way up here.”

      Perhaps the ghost of Mazurak Harkin would know something about those ruins. Erron decided he would need to pay the old specter a visit sometime soon to pick his phantasmal brains.

      If Jenath and Agatha were on their way to Daggerspine Keep in the morning, and Sellis was going to visit Kit Barrington in the kitchen for a few hours, that was the perfect time for him to slip away unnoticed.

      “Oh, and there’s one more thing. I sent a letter back to Fendral,” Jenath said.

      “What did it say?” Erron asked. A pang of anxious energy welled up in his chest.

      “I told him as much of the truth as I could. I said that we had arrived in the Southern Reach, recounted much of the journey that led us here that I hadn’t reported to him yet, and that our divining rod was broken. I didn’t say how or why it was broken, but he doesn’t need to know that right now. I did tell him that we thought we were close enough to finding you that we wouldn’t need another divining rod made, though. I asked him to give us at least a month to locate you and try to bring you back.”

      “Do you really think the Mage Council of Lutheron Lake is going to be happy to wait that long?” Sellis asked.

      “Yeah, they seemed pretty damn keen to get the arcane core back as soon as possible,” Agatha added. “I still think we should try to get ahead of this.”

      “This is a tricky situation, I know, but I’m trying, Agatha. Just because I’m not doing what you said, which I think is dangerous, doesn’t mean I’m not doing anything, okay?” Jenath asked.

      Agatha sighed.

      “I have full faith that Fendral will be able to handle the Mage Council and keep them off our backs. Yes, the council wants the arcane core back as soon as possible, but Fendral will want to ensure Erron returns to The Exiles. You’re special to him for some reason,” Jenath said.

      “I know,” Erron replied.

      “I know for a fact that Fendral would prefer us to find Erron over the dreadmages that the council uses to hunt down apostates and stolen magical items. I put in a little something in the letter to say that Agatha had realized that the core probably bonded with Erron’s body. I said that we wanted to find a way to try and extract it without harming Erron, instead of the council’s dreadmages taking it by force. I also asked Fendral to write back to us at Daggerspine Keep, not Harrow.”

      “Smart,” Erron said. “But if he comes looking for me at Daggerspine Keep, the jig is going to be up. Tilda Lenton, the woman who manages the deeds and tithes for the entire Southern Reach knows exactly who I am. She knows my full name, and that I used to work for The Exiles.”

      “You idiot,” Agatha said. “Why would you give her your full name and tell her the truth about where you’re from?”

      Erron shrugged. “She wouldn’t give me the deed to Hope’s End without it. I thought I was going to be far enough away that my name wouldn’t mean anything.”

      “Well, it means something to your friends. You should know that we’re going to follow you to the ends of the earth, no matter what, right?” Sellis asked.

      Those words warmed Erron’s heart. “Once upon a time, I would have questioned that, and that’s no judgment on any of you. It’s more a statement of my own inner failings. But now? I have no doubt. I appreciate everything you’ve done for me so far to try and make this work, even though what I did to you is unforgivable.”

      Agatha shrugged. “I’ve already forgiven you. I see what you did, I understand why you did it, and if I were in your shoes, I can’t say that I would have made a different choice.”

      Sellis and Jenath nodded at that.

      “I forgive you too,” Sellis said.

      “Same here,” Jenath said. “Now we just need to figure out a way to get out of this mess and keep us all alive at the same time.”

      Erron and his friends finished having lunch and made their way back to Hope’s End. It was impossible to not feel like everything was positioned on a knife edge. Erron had worked so hard to earn Baron Algrim’s trust, and now the Baron may have fallen victim to a political power move just so a bloodthirsty bastard could ascend to the rank of Lord and take his seat of power.

      It felt like there was a storm brewing on the horizon, and Erron was standing right where it was about to hit. He had kept the influence of the Night Matron at bay for the last few nights, but perhaps it was now time to face her once again. Erron felt like he needed her counsel on what to do next.

      He could only summon and control nine fiends at any one time, but it felt like he would need an army of them to weather the storm to come. He wanted to know whether there was any way he could increase his domination cap and expand his powers. Erron had a bad feeling that this would increase the amount of control that the Night Matron had over him as well, but that was just something that he was going to have to face sooner rather than later.

      Erron was intensely grateful that his friends had brought Swiftwind with them. The familiarity of his own steed underneath him was a great comfort. He had ridden Swiftwind for years and they had an unspoken bond that transcended the boundaries between species. Swiftwind knew exactly what each twitch of the reins meant, what Erron expected when he shifted his weight forwards or backwards in the saddle, and even knew what the different kinds of clicks and whistles Erron used meant.

      As they arrived back at Hope’s End, the familiar sight of the sprawling farmland greeted them. Much of it was still covered in brambles, and Erron wondered whether he would ever clear this entire place of them. His revenants had done a good job of clearing the land, but it felt like the bramble vines grew faster than they could be cut down in between all the other work that needed to be done. The sun cast a warm glow over the fields, and the plots that had growing crops in them did look quite idyllic in the afternoon sun. But beneath the tranquil exterior, an undercurrent of unease pulsed through Erron’s veins.

      “Before you both leave to Daggerspine Keep, we need to focus on completing the walls,” Erron said. “There’s no telling whether those savage attacks on the roads to the south will spread north, and I’d really like to not be surprised in the middle of the night.”

      Jenath surveyed the landscape with a trained eye. “Walls will be a good first step. Your monsters have already gathered and split enough planks for us to put up some rudimentary walls. We’ll have them encompass your little shack, the lodgings you made for us, the barn, and the well?”

      “That sounds like a good plan to me,” Erron said.

      The moment they arrived back at the farmhouse, they got to work. Erron used the construction function of the arcane core to command his monsters to dig post holes and sink long support posts that everything else would connect to.

      He took some time to explain to his friends how the arcane core worked in construction mode. While he couldn't actually share the overlay and let them see it, just describing what it looked like was enough to capture their imaginations. Erron was not a carpenter by trade, and nor were any of the others, but through the use of the arcane core, any of them would be able to figure out how to make a basic structure with a level of expertise he rightly shouldn’t possess.

      “I think I understand now why the Mage Council wants this core back so badly,” Agatha said. “Could you imagine teaching an arcane core how to build things, or brew potions, or how to cook? The kind of knowledge that you could pass between people would be worth a fortune. Years’ worth of training in an instant!”

      “In the wrong hands, it could also bring a kingdom to its knees,” Jenath said ominously. “What is the difference between brewing a healing potion and brewing a deadly poison that can kill a hundred men swiftly and silently at a royal gathering?”

      “There's not much difference at all,” Erron said. “You just gather the ingredients and follow the recipe, right?”

      “What's the difference between building a farmhouse and building a catapult capable of destroying the stone walls of a castle keep?” Jenath asked.

      “Absolutely nothing as long as you have the knowledge,” Erron said. “Again, you just gather the ingredients and follow the plans.”

      “It's lucky that this core fell into your possession, and not the hands of someone who would use it to do evil,” Jenath said with finality.

      Erron hadn't even considered those kinds of possibilities. Based on some of the skills he had unlocked so far, especially around combat and how the core could influence his own physicality in a fight, it was definitely something that could be misused.

      Erron imagined what it would be like to face off against a swordsman in his early years as a young man, but one who could access all of the techniques and training of a seasoned knight. The mixture of experience, knowledge, combined with the speed and strength of youth? The swordsman would be unstoppable.

      If this kind of magical implement gained widespread use, it would be devastating. Knowledge is power, and those with the bones and crowns to pay for it would become all powerful. More than ever, Erron vowed to keep the arcane core out of anyone’s hands but his.

      The sound of hammers and the scraping of shovels filled the air as they labored together, the collective effort of Erron, his friends, and his monsters becoming a strange percussive song. The monsters placed the support pillars and did most of the heavy lifting, while Erron and his friends secured horizontal planks in place. Each plank laid went one step toward turning the farmstead at Hope’s End into a stronghold that would protect them against any encroaching threats.

      Hours rolled by until the sun hung low in the sky as they toiled tirelessly. The walls rose higher, encircling the farmhouse complex like a protective shield. While these walls would not stand up against a direct assault from an armed force, they would certainly serve to protect the farmstead from wandering monsters and other beasts for the moment.

      Agatha nailed a couple of charms on the inside of the walls. They were each made of bones and feathers, and she explained that they were strengthening charms. When placed upon a structure made of natural materials such as wood, they made them even more resistant to damage. Erron placed his hand on one of the charms and a window appeared confirming that this indeed was what they did.

      With the day's work done, they all settled in around the fire and fell into a pattern of comfortable conversation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      That night, Erron went to bed without spraying his lavender concoction on his pillow. The Night Matron had been knocking on his dreamscape ever since he triumphed over the duergon, and until now, he did not want to let her in. But he had no choice now. He needed information from her, and he had no doubt that she knew what was behind the attacks to the south.

      Sleep eluded Erron for quite some time as he tossed and turned. Just as he thought he was getting a handle on his new life here at the farm, it seemed like there was a barrage of other factors coming in from all sides that were determined to stop him from achieving his goals.

      Eventually, sleep took Erron and he found himself inside that darkened nightmare temple where the Night Matron summoned him. He had no idea where this dark realm was, and whether it actually existed in the real world. Perhaps this was just a reflection of the Night Matron’s own soul and existed in some kind of liminal space just to snare Erron’s soul as he slept.

      The shadows within the weathered black stone walls of the temple seemed to writhe and flex, but that was likely just because of the flickering blue flames that burned in sconces along the corridors. Those shadows coalesced in front of Erron and formed into the familiar robed vision of the Night Matron. He knew now that she was actually the projection of the soul of a great slain dragon named Vyrmior, but Erron did not want to reveal that he knew this information to her just yet.

      “Hello,” Erron said.

      “Erron Vangian. You have been resisting me.”

      “I have had many things on my mind. New threats and old, and if I am to be truthful, your visits unsettle me and make it harder for me to deal with the harsh realities of running my own farm,” Erron said.

      “Do I frighten you?”

      “Of course you do. You swoop into my nightmares, you’ve turned me into some kind of bizarre necromancer, and you’re forcing me to do your bidding. Of course you frighten me! I wouldn’t be sane if you didn’t.”

      “Is that why you have not completed the quest I set for you?”

      “There have been many things going on. But that is a part of it, yes.” Erron used the arcane core to bring up the quest that the Night Matron had set him and reviewed it.

      
        
        Quest: Forging For Beginners

        Forge 3 specialist fiends:

        • A soldier who can inflict bleed effects on enemies

        • A worker capable of splitting stones without the need for tools

        •A work animal strong enough to pull a wooden cart

      

        

      
        Reward: A Treatise on Monster Forms – This book will provide an in-depth education into the variety of forms a monster may take, and what those forms are capable of.

      

      

      “Was the reward not enough to drive you to complete this quest?” the Night Matron asked.

      “It’s not the reward, it’s… I feel as if I complete these, I’ll be walking down a path that there is no coming back from. Before I came here and found myself in the grips of your influence, I never would have butchered men to use in necromantic experiments. It’s wrong.”

      “So why did you take to it so easily, Erron Vangian? I can see into your very soul, you know. You cannot hide anything from me. I see your lust for power, the anger that burns within your heart. What are you so angry at, Erron Vangian?”

      “Right now? You. For pulling me into all of this. I never had a choice.”

      The Night Matron chuckled. “Of course you did. You could have left Hope’s End with your tail between your legs, but you didn’t. I can see the embers of a once-raging fire inside you, but it’s nought but coals now. Extinguished by some tragedy your mind wants you to forget. You just need the right kind of kindling for it to ignite again.”

      “I suppose you think that raising monsters and doing what you want is that kindling, right?”

      “That's a part of it, I'm sure. We have only just begun to grow together, Erron Vangian. What can I do to prove this to you?” the Night Matron said.

      The honey that dripped from her lips when she said those words sent a chill through Erron.

      “If I ask you some questions, will you answer them honestly?”

      “As honestly as I can. There are some truths you are not ready for,” the Night Matron replied.

      “How much do you know about the world around the farm?”

      “Very little. While the influence of my power spreads underneath the earth around the land of Hope’s End, I rely on those who are loyal to me to reveal information from the world outside. I cannot see through the eyes of the monsters that you revive, nor do I have dominion over any of your senses.”

      “If someone else was using your power, you would surely know about it, right?”

      The Night Matron laughed. “Nobody but you can use my power. It is tied to the land on which you dwell. What has happened? I can sense you are apprehensive about some new shadow that dwells on your mind.”

      Erron recounted what was said to him about the monster man attacks that supposedly happened to the south of the river. Erron mentioned that the soldiers of Harrow thought that this was connected to a place called Doomwhisper’s Barrow, and wondered if the Night Matron knew anything about this.

      “I have heard of the place that you mentioned, but as far as I know, that place was sealed up centuries ago. It's supposedly the tomb of the long dead necromancer, but I wouldn't worry too much about it. The Southern Reach has always had a reputation for monsters roaming the world at night. This would likely be no different. The only thing that I can suggest is if you were able to perhaps kill and bury one of these monsters in the soil of Hope's End, I might be able to provide you with some more information about them.”

      “So if I bury someone or something here, do you get information from them somehow?”

      “Of course. The latent soul energy in their body, combined with my own vast store of power, is what fuels the resurrection and transformation processes. I am able to access some memories and emotions from the bodies of the dead that are buried here, but it's quite difficult to build a picture of the outside world from the small flashes I receive.”

      “So what you said before about not knowing anything about the outside world except what you learned from me was a lie?”

      “Do not question me, boy. I did not lie to you. There is just more complexity to this power than you can possibly understand.”

      Erron waved his hand and dismissed the comment. He already felt like he couldn't trust the Night Matron anyway, so this was just more evidence. “There's one other thing that I want to know.”

      “Yes?”

      “How can I increase my domination cap by more than one more slot per level? If I really want to be able to expand this farm and the number of fiends that I resurrect for you, the current domination cap is just far too low.”

      The Night Matron seemed to take a long look at Erron through those abyssal eyes. “Very well. What if I added a new reward to the completion of the quest that I have already set for you? If you achieve my objectives, then each quest you complete will also raise your domination cap. What do you say?”

      Erron considered this for a moment and mulled it over. He didn't really want to give the Night Matron another way to control him even further, but he would be able to achieve so much more if his domination cap was higher. “Very well. But I still reserve the right to refuse any quest you issue me for whatever reason I deem.”

      “Of course,” the Night Matron said. “Here, I will update your current quest, and issue you another two.”

      A window appeared in front of Erron, showing him the updated Forging For Beginners quest, as well as two brand new quests. The updated Forging quest was all the same as before, but this time, it listed a brand new reward: +3 to Erron’s domination cap. That would be a hell of a boost to his fiend forces.

      He took a minute to look over the two brand new quests that the Night Matron offered him as well.

      
        
        New Quest: Investigate Doomwhisper’s Barrow

        The Night Matron wishes you to investigate Doomwhisper’s Barrow to see if it has anything to do with the reports of monster men roaming the southern countryside after dark.

      

        

      
        Current objective:

        • 	Locate Doomwhisper’s Barrow and look for a way inside

        Reward: a powerful artifact which will imbue a risen fiend with a unique ability, and +1 to your domination cap

      

        

      
        Do you wish to accept this quest?

        Yes / No

      

      

      
        
        New Quest: Fiendish Combat Training

        The Night Matron wishes you to use your fiends to kill 50 monsters. Your monsters must land the killing blow, and killing regular animals will not count toward the kill total for this quest.

      

        

      
        Current object:

        •	Use your fiends to kill 50 monsters

        Bonus objective:

        •	Use 10 different fiends to contribute toward the kill count

        Rewards: A powerful weapon which will imbue a risen fiend with superior combat abilities, and +1 to your domination cap. If the bonus objective is fulfilled, you will receive an extra reward.

      

        

      
        Do you wish to accept this quest?

        Yes / No

      

      

      Erron pondered these two quests. The first one, investigating the barrow, was something he was going to do anyway, and the second quest to kill fifty monsters seemed like… well, like overkill. The addition of a bonus reward was intriguing, though. Of course the Night Matron would dangle a carrot on a stick like that in front of him like he was a donkey pulling a cart. But he accepted both anyway, as Erron had a feeling that the coming weeks would bring even more unexpected twists and turns to his life.

      “Good, I’m glad you’ve accepted those quests,” the Night Matron said. “If you complete all three, you will add an extra five fiend slots to your domination cap. Once you finish those, I can offer you more tasks to expand the ranks even further. Oh, and trust me, the item and the weapon I have ready to use in fiend resurrection will certainly make your life easier.”

      “I don’t doubt it. That’ll do for now. Will you release me back to my body?”

      “I have one question for you, Erron Vangian. How is it that you’re blocking me from your dreams?”

      Erron smiled. “A friend taught me how to ward off nightmares.”

      The Night Matron’s lip quirked to the side in mild annoyance, then settled into the semblance of a smile. “Very well. Keep your secrets. If you wish to complete those quests and receive your rewards, you must return to me. You cannot block me out if you wish to receive those rewards.”

      “Until I have something to hand in, I guess I’ll see you later.”

      With that, the shadows retreated and the darkened temple around Erron melted away into a pale, moonlit sky. Suddenly, he was back down at the bottom of the hill with a glowing core of arcane energy floating right above it. It was time for his daily report with Arcoria.

      Erron didn’t have much that he wanted to discuss with Arcoria, and he hadn’t gained much experience at all in the previous day aside from commerce and diplomacy, but he did get a nice trickle of experience in fiend forging and farming from the work his fiends continued to carry out. Erron decided to keep it brief.

      “Arcoria, you look shiny as always,” he said as he reached the crest of the hill.

      “Hello, Erron, thank you for stopping by. What can I help you with?” Arcoria replied. Her voice echoed out of the glowing core with a musical lilt that never failed to put Erron in a good mood.

      “My life has become significantly more complicated. You’ve been listening in on all my conversations, yes?”

      “I am linked to all of your sensory inputs, so yes.”

      “It’s weird when you say it like that. Anyway, you know all of the things that are happening in town, obviously, and I need a way to keep track of it all. Could you perhaps start keeping information about each of the townsfolk as I find out about it, and file it away? Then when I come across that person, maybe show a little bit of information about them? I want it to be a revolving personnel file updated whenever I receive new information. My friends will likely be doing some intelligence gathering for me as well.”

      Arcoria pulsed. “Yes, I can absolutely do that. I can access every piece of input stimuli from your memories already, but I do not have a dedicated database storing information about people. I will create this immediately and begin importing data into it from your memories.”

      “Very good. I have a feeling I will need to know who I can and cannot trust in the coming weeks.”

      “I will help however I can.”

      “Now I’m at a bit of a crossroads. There are so many things I could focus on next, but I’m not sure what. I could investigate the ruins to the south – you should be able to see the new quests I just received about Doomwhisper’s Barrow? And the combat training one?”

      “Correct.”

      “I also need to complete the other two quests I have – Mastering The Season and Forging For Beginners. Then there’s the defensive upgrades I need to make to Hope’s End, and the Festival of the Pumpkin Queen coming up. Can you create quests for all of these to help me track them?”

      “Of course. They will be available for you when you awaken. I’ll break all of these down into bite-sized tasks that should help you focus a little better.”

      “Excellent. One last thing. My friends managed to find me by tracking your arcane frequency using a divining rod. They found you, even coming from the farthest reaches of the Northern Kingdoms. Is there any way I could shield the arcane energy you radiate?” Erron asked.

      “There is a way, but it would severely inhibit my abilities. The only way I can absorb information in the way I do is by extending my magical field around you at all times. You could inhibit my abilities using an aetherium shield. Do you know what that is?”

      Erron sighed. “I know that aetherium is one of the hardest to find metals in the whole of the Five Kingdoms, and even a tiny sliver of it could buy the entirety of Harrow. I’ve heard that aetherium is so malleable that a tiny sliver can be woven into a thread and used to make garments. Is that true?”

      “Yes, that is accurate.”

      “That’s the only way to block your magical energy?”

      “That I know of, yes.”

      “I’m going to ask Mazurak. See if he has any ideas.”

      “A wise course of action if that is your intended outcome. However, I must express my reluctance. If you use aetherium shielding around me, it will be as if my senses have been rendered null. I will still experience the world through your senses, but I will be severely limited.”

      “The mage council I stole you from wants you back. If my friends could track me, then the Mage Council’s dreadmages will be able to as well in time.”

      “We can figure out a way around that if it comes to that,” Arcoria said in a hopeful tone.

      “I hope so. Send me back, Arcoria.”

      Erron awoke a moment later doused in sweat, but with a feeling of hope in his heart. Jenath and Agatha had already left by the time he awoke, but Sellis was still curled up in her earthen den. She was in her halfling form, but the snoring that came out of her was more bear than halfling.

      He chuckled to himself. “I guess that’s why Jenath and Agatha are gone already.”

      Erron headed out into the farm to make sure that his friends had taken all the pelts with them, and they had. Erron then summoned all of his farmbound monsters to fall into line in front of him. Clobber lumbered over with a smile on his face, but on the savage orc’s face, it looked more like he wanted to eat Erron. Both of his fleshwargs followed Clobber like puppies, their terrifying maws dripping with slobber. His three revenants all fell in, followed by the lycan scarecrow. They were a scary-looking bunch, but all were ready to face the day.

      He split most of them up into two different monster squads. He set the lycan scarecrow to keep patrolling the fields, and it loped away on its lanky legs. He put the fleshwargs into one group and assigned that group to Sellis, so they would look after her while she explored the forest. They would also bring important information back to Arcoria so she could map out the forest even further. He gave them a specialist directive as well – if any monsters threatened Sellis, the fleshwargs should slay them, and they should attempt to split the kills equally to contribute toward the Fiendish Combat Training quest.

      Clobber, Handsy, Tomas, and Cadus all made up the final group, and Erron had an important mission for all of them. He commanded them to spend the entire day cutting down trees in the forest, then to haul the logs back to the farmstead. He gave them all the same secondary directive regarding monster slaying.

      “We’re going to be putting on a show for the people of Harrow in a few months, and we need to prepare. We need a lot of wood, and Clobber, you’re going to be the star of the show.”

      Clobber grinned even wider, and Erron realized he was probably going to need to make a costume for Clobber to wear so he didn’t terrify the townsfolk.

      Before Erron left for Mazurak’s tower, he did the daily tasks that he needed to see to himself. He inspected the fields for pest damage, and was quite relieved to see that Agatha’s insect repellant charm was working just as intended. There were a couple of harrowberry bushes that looked as though they had been ransacked by something, but Erron realized that he would very likely need more scarecrows sooner rather than later.

      If Agatha made him more insect repellant charms and he made his scarecrows wear them, perhaps that would kill two birds with one stone.

      His crops were coming along nicely, but not ready to harvest just yet. He tasked the revenants with watering the crops, and they set out to do this with great care and attention. Even though Cadus and Tomas were both combat revenants, they took to all of their duties with aplomb.

      Erron then packed some supplies in his pack, wrote Sellis a quick note on a chalk slate they’d found in Fort Jackal, then headed back outside. He mounted Swiftwind and spurred his steed into action, then they headed toward Mazurak Harkin’s tower in the forest.
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      Erron made his way to Mazurak Harkin’s tower, deep within the forest. Arcoria sensed the death field in place and gave Erron a warning about it, then notified him when it dissipated. The tower stretched up above the boughs of the forest, and curiously, the trees did not encroach upon the tower in a perfect circle around it. It was like the trees and their branches knew not to spread themselves too close to the tower either. The death field probably kept them at bay all these years.

      The tower door opened as though Mazurak had been expecting him. Erron headed up the winding stairway, passing by all of the other rooms within the tower. There was so much knowledge here tucked away in books and scrolls that Erron wanted to spend some significant time here, allowing Arcoria to absorb it all.

      Mazurak’s ghostly image was waiting for Erron when he reached the wizard’s quarters at the top of the tower.

      “Hello, Mazurak,” Erron said and retrieved the soul siphon part he’d recovered for the duergon from his coat. “I killed the duergon, and I retrieved the crystal mounting.”

      “My boy! I made that baleful beast so it could never be slain. Its regenerative properties were second to none. How did you do this?” Mazurak asked, genuine shock and awe on his face.

      “Lavender oil. When ingested, it inhibits regenerative effects, and puts the subject to sleep. The duergon threw it up to begin with, but I sliced open its belly and stuffed lavender-soaked rags directly into its stomach. Its healing factor sealed those inside, and then it succumbed.”

      “Oh my… Well, yes, that would have certainly done it. My word, I never even considered… You are crafty and resourceful, aren’t you? And you’ve retrieved the crystal mounting! Please leave it here in my tower so that nobody else will find it. You are the only one I have permitted within this place in centuries, and you will be the last until Vyrmior is slain.”

      “That sounds wise. You aren’t going to go and betray me, are you, Mazurak?”

      “My boy, you and I want the same thing, do we not? To stop Vyrmior and put her power in the hands of a worthy human?”

      “I guess we do,” Erron said, though the more he thought about this, the more he thought that this power might be better off sealed and locked away for good. He wouldn’t trust anyone else with this power, and even then, he didn’t know if he could trust himself.

      “I saw the potential of her power when I was her apprentice,” Mazurak said. “The potential for good, and the potential for evil. If a good man or woman had control over the resurrection powers of Vyrmior, then the dead people of our world who die of natural causes and willingly submit themselves to the power could be harnessed to make the lives of the living so much better. However, therein lies the problem. The power must still be controlled by a fallible human, and none of the lords of any great house would ever permit someone to hold such a power.”

      “Yes, I fear that you’re right, Mazurak. You should know that there are no more warring great houses, though. The Five Kingdoms have been unified for a few generations now.”

      Mazurak chuckled. “Have they now? For how long, I wonder?”

      That comment buried a seed of worry in Erron’s guts. This power was something that kingdoms might go to war over. “No matter the good that is done with the power, every Lord would desire to control it, just as they desire to control those underneath them. No matter what, this power would bring war to the Five Kingdoms.”

      “The powerful hold that which threatens their own grip on power in contempt. Which is why we must act swiftly, and covertly. How many others know of what is happening at Hope’s End?” Mazurak asked.

      “That's one thing I wish to discuss with you. There are a few who know that the power that I now wield comes from the land on which I dwell, but I do not think they know the true origin of this power. Besides, one person who knew the truth has just died, and that gives me cause for great concern.”

      “What has happened?” Mazurak asked.

      “Baron Algrim Garthanon supposedly suffered a heart attack when he was visiting one of his consorts in Daggerspine Keep. His illegitimate brother, Corvin Thorn, has been legitimized and appointed as new Baron of Harrow. Made a full Garthanon, if you can believe it.”

      “Legitimizing bastard children has never solved problems, only caused more,” Mazurak said.

      “If Algrim had any records pertaining to Hope’s End and what is happening there, then this new Baron will surely find it at some stage.”

      “A change in the noble leadership always brings bloodshed. You would do well to bolster your own defenses and prepare for both intrusion and attack. In my first few weeks of using Vyrmior’s power, I didn't know what I was doing when it came to fiend forging, and I imagine that you would likely be the same. Perhaps it is now time to consider doing away with some of the less optimal fiends that you have and raising some others.”

      “I don't really want to kill any of my fiends,” Erron said.

      “One thing that you must remember, my boy, is that fiends are but tools. If you cannot use a tool for its intended purpose, then it is to be discarded. The people and creatures that they once were, their souls have moved on to the great void beyond. You are not doing anything but handicapping yourself if you choose to keep a sub-optimal fiend in your roster for sentimental reasons.”

      Erron understood what Mazurak was saying, but that didn't make it any easier. The thought of killing any of his current monsters made Erron feel a little ill. Clobber had been with him since day one, and his wolves were like pet dogs, even though they looked like something out of a nightmare.

      Over in his heart of hearts, Erron knew that Mazurak was right. Two of Erron's current quests wouldn't actually be able to be completed without some changes in his fiend roster anyway. Two of his quests required him to either raise ten different fiends or get ten monster kills with different risen fiends. He only had eight currently and could raise a maximum of nine at any one given time. So at least one of them had to go, and he didn’t like the chances of his lycan scarecrow getting into a fight with a monster.

      “When you were the farmer of Hope’s End, what did you do? How did you structure your monsters?” Erron asked.

      “Ah, it was a much different time. I was not left in peace at Hope’s End. The people of Harrowfield, as it was named during my time, were already suspicious of me before Vyrmior extended her powers to me. I was a gifted wizard before this curse ever came to me. Tell me, do people still fear those who have mastery over the arcane?”

      “Yes. Anyone with magical abilities is considered an apostate unless they belong to one magical organization or another and follow their rules. For example, my friend Agatha, she is a fledgling hedge witch. If she was not a registered mercenary with The Exiles, she would be hunted down and forced to work for one of the mage councils.”

      Erron didn’t want to say what happened to magic users who refused to work for a mage council after they were captured. He still had the occasional nightmare about stories he heard about the soulburning process that destroyed the soul within a mage’s body, allowing it to be converted into a merciless dreadmage.

      “Hmm, then things have progressed at least somewhat since my time. Magic users had to hide their abilities, but they needed to be able to defend themselves if necessary. They executed us in the street in my time, and I was not exempt from this. The guards of Harrowfield did not attack me, because they knew I would set them aflame or freeze them into ice before they came within striking distance. Most of my fiends focused on keeping me safe from those who would do me harm. They didn’t realize I was trying to keep them safe from the monster that lives beneath Hope’s End!”

      “I’m not under threat like you. Baron Algrim knew of the magic, at least some of the truth, but he was more than happy to allow me to use it as long as he benefited from it. So now I grow crops and have to deliver ten percent of them to Harrow as part of the requirements of being a landholder. I still don't feel safe, because there's an organization called the Crimson Dagger who are after me as well. Their leader knows something about Hope’s End, but I don’t think he knows the full story. I don't feel as though I am under attack at all times.”

      “Then you have some freedom in how to manage your fiend forces. It all depends on what you want to focus on, my boy. But I will tell you this right now. If you mean to take the fight to Vyrmior at any time, you will need an army of monsters. The traps she has set in her temple below Hope’s End will destroy almost any monster that you can throw at them. It will be a difficult, arduous task if you ever decide to wage war on Vyrmior herself.”

      “I'm not worried about that for the moment. I have four monsters that can act as soldiers and bodyguards when I need them, and they can also work my farm. They’re surprisingly good at the farm bits, actually. I also have one monster that patrols my crops to keep pests away, two wargs to make sure I am not surprised during the night, and one risen revenant that I currently have placed with someone in Harrow as an assistant for their store.”

      The ghost of Mazurak Harkin blinked at this. “You did what?”

      “Just an experiment. The revenant arose from death with the trait Obedient, which means that it will follow the orders given to it by me. I figured out that would extend to anyone who I commanded the monster to listen to. I buried him with a blacksmith hammer, so he is currently working closely with the blacksmith of Harrow and is doing quite a good job.”

      “I didn't expect that would work,” the ghost of Mazurak Harkin said. “Commanding an obedient monster to follow the commands of someone else? That's genius, my boy. Why, you could easily do that for any number of professions. Perhaps even sellsword work if you have the right tools or weapons. You could make quite a lot of coin.”

      “Yes, that's what I'm thinking as well. But every single one of the monsters I hire out in this way also counts toward my domination cap. So any fiends that I have out there with someone else, even if they are bringing in a good amount of coin, is one less monster that I can use to manage things on the farm.”

      “Just remember you are still in the early stages of this. Your fiend forging abilities will expand the more you work on them, and eventually you will probably have more domination slots than what you know what to do with.”

      “That’s comforting to know. But, Mazurak, there’s something I need to talk to you about. I asked the Night Matron herself about this when she visited me in my dreams last night, and I felt like she was lying to me. Have you heard about Doomwhisper’s Barrow?”

      Mazurak’s ghost became extremely quiet and still then, his eyes opening wide like Erron had just uttered a curse.

      “Mazurak? Are you okay?”

      “My dear boy, please tell me that the barrow is quiet.”

      “I wish I could. But I don’t know the truth just yet. All I know is that there are supposed to be monster men attacking the roads to the south, and the townsguard of Harrow are washing their hands of it. Everything south of the river is out of their responsibility, they say. My friend Jenath said that the townsguard thinks the monster men are coming from the barrow.”

      “They are most likely right. Have you ever heard the name Nekros Doomwhisper?”

      Erron shook his head. “Not until you just said it.”

      “Sit. There is much we need to discuss if Nekros is active again.”

      Erron grabbed a chair from nearby and slipped into it. Mazurak’s ghost conjured a ghost chair to sit in, and the wizard’s ghost looked like he’d aged a century in the span of a few seconds.

      “I was not Vyrmior’s first apprentice,” Mazurak said. “Her first apprentice’s name was Nekros Doomwhisper, and he was already an accomplished necromancer before Vyrmior’s soul reawakened. Indeed, it was Nekros himself who rekindled Vyrmior’s soul if his accounts of the time are true. He thought he could control her!” Mazurak’s ghost laughed. “The ancient dragon’s soul cannot be tamed by any mortal, but Nekros tried. Oh yes, he did. Here, it is probably best that I show you. This vision is based on Nekros’ own written records from that time, which you can find in my library downstairs if you wish to review them yourself.”

      “Show me,” Erron said.

      Mazurak’s ghost traced arcane symbols in the air, his ghost still potent enough to cast the illusion spell needed to transport Erron into the vision. The top of the tower crumbled into dust, which left Erron standing in a great wide plain that he recognized, though the great ravine was missing from this vision. He was looking south, toward a great forest that covered the land that would one day become Hope’s End.

      Suddenly, a figure materialized in front of him. The robed figure wasn't there one moment, and then seemed to coalesce out of red mist that bled out of the ground the next. Erron recoiled and almost fell backwards. Suddenly, he saw Mazurak’s ghost smiling down at him.

      “Don't be scared, my boy. This is just an illusory recreation of a historical text. Nekros cannot harm you here,” Mazurak’s ghost said.

      Erron got back to his feet and watched. The necromancer’s robe was black but was emblazoned with arcane runes that pulsed with red magical energy. Nekros turned his head from side to side, but Erron still hadn't gotten a glimpse at what this necromancer looked like. Erron walked to the side in an attempt to see just as the necromancer held his open hand above the ground. A red portal appeared and a great and terrible staff floated up out of the portal and into the necromancer’s hand.

      The wood was either charred black or painted that way, and similar red arcane symbols glowed along its length. The top of the staff forked into two branches and had the skull of a great predator that Erron did not recognize wedged between them, and held in place with silver thread. The empty eye sockets of this fanged creature’s skull burned with the same crimson energy that flowed over Nekros’ robe.

      Then Erron noticed the most striking thing about Nekros Doomwhisper. The necromancer had been so corrupted by the shadow magic that fueled his abilities that the skin and muscles surrounding his skull were completely gone. His face was a skull sitting upon a lithe gray neck. His eyes burned red just as the eyes of the skull at the end of his staff did, and the sense of malevolence that Erron felt staring into that hood drove the words he wanted to speak from his tongue.

      “I can feel her essence,” Nekros said in a cold, soulless voice. His jaw bone moved, but there was no tongue behind those teeth. “This is the place.”

      The necromancer suddenly swung his head to the side, right toward Erron, and for a moment, he thought that Nekros could see him. But then Erron heard and felt the thundering footsteps of some great monster running up behind him. He turned just in time to see the first of half a dozen savage orcs riding great dire wolves across the plains directly toward Nekros Doomwhisper.

      The necromancer raised his skull-tipped staff and the first orc on wolfback froze mid-stride. It was lifted in the air by twisting red tendrils of magical energy, which sank into the orc and the wolf, searing their skin as it sucked the life force out of them. Their skin withered and sank in on itself as they crumpled to the ground. The now supercharged stream of life energy rushed back into the necromancer, which made the arcane symbols all over his clothing and weapon glow like they were on fire.

      Nekros lifted his free hand, which was still covered in flesh but had sharp claws on the end of each finger, and the dead orc on wolfback got back to its feet. Its eyes burned red as it turned on its tribe mates and slaughtered one of the other marauding orcs with no mercy.

      At the same time, Nekros raised his staff into the air. Red magical energy swirled around the skull tip at the end of his staff and then erupted into an explosion of shadowy magic. The magic coalesced into tiny little balls of death, and they then sought out the living orcs as they rushed toward the necromancer. Each ball of death slammed into the orcs and their dire wolves over and over until they fell.

      It was all over before it even began, and Nekros raised his hand once again. He resurrected all six of the orcs and their dire wolf steeds. All of their eyes burned with that same malevolent red energy.

      “Come, my new minions, we have a forest to cut down.” Nekros Doomwhisper walked toward the edge of the forest that would become Hope’s End and his orc and wolf zombies followed.
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      The vision froze for a moment, and Erron let out a breath that he’d been holding for too long. “Was Nekros Doomwhisper really that powerful?”

      Mazurak’s ghost chuckled. “You can never rely on a person’s own firsthand accounts of their own exploits, especially when they are as full of themselves as this necromancer was. Remember that this vision is a recounting of his own history, written by him. He is likely to embellish. But I believe it is worthwhile continuing. The self-aggrandizing narrative may be overwrought, but the events did play out like this based on what I know.”

      “I’m ready to continue.”

      The vision continued. Erron was transported down into the heart of the dark forest itself now. He found himself standing amidst the ancient trees, their branches twisted and reaching for the heavens like the fingers of dead men. The air was heavy with an unnatural chill, like the necromancer was close and stripping the heat from the world around him.

      A black-robed figure emerged from the shadows. It was Nekros Doomwhisper again, and he was flanked by the half dozen orcs and dire wolves that he had raised as zombies only moments earlier in the vision. His skull-faced presence sent shivers of cold down Erron’s spine and made his skin pucker into gooseflesh.

      Nekros brandished his skull-tipped staff. The fanged creature’s skull nestled between its forked branches emanated an eerie crimson glow, which illuminated the trunks of the trees around him. The red tint made the gnarled bark look like diseased flesh.

      “Cut this forest down. Every last tree must be cleared before we can start our excavation,” Nekros said, his voice as cold as the grave.

      The zombie orcs charged through the forest, their monstrous forms wielding axes and swords, which they turned on the trees around them. As they swung their crude weapons, the dull thock, thock, thock, of their strikes against the ancient trees echoed through the twisted woodland.

      Nekros soon realized that he was not alone. The six orcs he’d killed and raised as zombies had friends, and they surged through the forest like a tidal wave to get revenge for their slain tribemates. The risen dire wolf zombies ignored injuries that would cause a living creature to flee, fighting through what would normally be mortal wounds. The zombie wolves ripped orc riders from saddles, and mauled living wolves when they tried to escape. The tide of battle turned quickly. There was no resisting the unwavering will of the obedient dead.

      Erron watched in awe and horror as the necromancer’s necrotic magic animated fallen orcs where they fell, resurrecting them as his loyal minions to kill their own tribemates in a savage fury. The lifeless eyes of the fallen orcs glowed with the same malevolent red energy, their bodies twisted and decayed, yet driven by a perverse imitation of life.

      With every piece of soul energy Nekros Doomwhisper absorbed, his powers grew. Erron watched this with interest, hoping that Arcoria was filing all of this information away. By the end of the slaughter and resurrection, Nekros had at least three dozen orcs and a few less dire wolves under his command. The power required to have that many loyal minions following his orders was something Erron desperately wanted to be able to understand.

      If Vyrmior’s power was shadow magic, and the domination cap limited the amount of fiends Erron could have at any given time, then surely there was a way to increase the cap without her involvement. If Nekros had done it, then why couldn’t he?

      The forest trembled and fell tree by tree under the devastating assault by Nekros and his risen orcs. These zombies did not tire, they did not need to rest, and they followed their orders without question. There was a distinct difference between zombies and the risen fiends that Erron controlled, and he felt as though it was an important distinction.

      The vision sped up as Mazurak’s ghost made a hand gesture. “This continues on for some time until this next part happens.”

      The entire patch of forest was cut down and their stumps were torn out of the ground until all that was left was a barren patch of muddied earth.

      Nekros looked at his forces with satisfaction and commanded them to dig. The orcs didn’t even use their weapons. They abandoned these and began digging into the churned earth with their bare hands, their decayed muscles straining with each strike. Erron watched as they seemed to tear their muscles and skin from the effort, but Nekros simply watched on under his impassive red gaze. Nekros commanded them where to dig, using his staff to locate a place of great magical concentration.

      The earth surrendered to the relentless assault. Clumps of soil and rocks were tossed aside as they delved deeper and deeper into the loamy depths. Mazurak’s ghost sped things up again until the next event occurred.

      “Look behind you, my boy,” Mazurak’s ghost said.

      Erron turned around to look at the hills behind them, and he was shocked to see a force of elves, dwarves, and humans lined up and ready to descend on the necromancer. An elf stepped forward, breaking through the ranks of gathered warriors. His silvered moss-green armor gleamed in the afternoon gloom, and his hair flowed behind him like smoke trails.

      “You are not welcome here, Nekros Doomwhisper!” the elf called out.

      Nekros turned, eyes blazing an even deeper shade of red. “Turn away or you shall join my army of thralls.”

      “So you have killed some orcs,” the elf said with a melodic chuckle. “That matters not. My name is Prince Eldariel Stormfire, and you will leave this land or die! You are now faced with the combined might of the Dreadvale elves, the Durga Clan dwarves, and the warriors from House Verj!”

      That name caught Erron by surprise. Verj? As in Anton Verj? His family must have had some kind of ties to this event. This meant that at one stage, theirs had been a house of nobility. It was no wonder Anton had the air of entitlement and the distinct impression he was better than everyone else.

      Nekros issued forth a cold chuckle that sounded like icicles crashing onto cobblestones. “I care not what vale, clan, or house you hail from. You mortals will all die the same. I will not be denied my destiny!”

      Nekros held his staff up into the air and expelled a burst of malignant shadow magic, which rained down upon his risen zombie orcs and dire wolves. The energy spread out over their bodies, then sank into their skin. Erron watched as skin damaged from the excavation knit itself back together, muscles bulged underneath, and the zombies were infused with terrible power.

      The necromancer pointed at the gathered armies and issued a single command. “Kill them all.”

      The battle was a bloody and torrid affair. Despite their overwhelming numbers, the gathered mortal fighters fell one by one, only to be raised from the dead to fight against their own battle brothers and sisters.  Nekros stood in the middle of the chaos, protected by a shimmering crimson shield which killed anyone who came into contact with it.

      It was a death field spell. Erron shot a look at Mazurak’s ghost. “Is Nekros where you learned your death field spell you use on your tower?”

      “I found the last records left by Nekros Doomwhisper, my boy. They’re all in my tower. I took what knowledge I could to protect the secrets I found in my time as an apprentice too.”

      Erron nodded. If he had the talent for magic, he would have likely wanted to learn all the secrets for himself as well.

      The battle, if you could call it that, was over quickly. Suddenly, Nekros had hundreds of risen zombies at his command, and he simply laughed as he commanded them all to keep digging. But the risen elven prince had a more humiliating fate. The necromancer made him fall to his feet and literally lick his mud-caked boots clean before commanding the eleven prince to dig.

      “These battles continued for some time as Nekros remained here,” Mazurak explained. “Each time, they simply added to his ranks. These lands became known as the Marrowfields. The bodies were sometimes left to rot where they lay, leaving bones to bleach in the sun.”

      “Marrowfields?”

      “Yes, this place changed names over the centuries. It began as the Marrowfields, then in my time was known as Harrowfield.”

      “Now it’s just called Harrow.”

      “Hm. Interesting. Now, let us continue ahead.”

      The assorted zombies dug and dug as Mazurak sped up the vision again. They dug so deep that they came upon the opening of a cavern deep beneath ground level. Erron swallowed nervously when he realized that all of this was likely still beneath his farmhouse at Hope’s End.

      The zombies rushed into the cavern, and Nekros followed them. His hollow sockets flickered with malevolent glee as he delved into the darkness. He summoned a light at the end of his staff, which made a bright red glow burst forth.

      These tunnels were filled with twists and turns, and the zombies rushed through them like a flood. Erron watched some of the zombies fall and get trampled by the zombies behind them. When the column passed, they got back up, broken and damaged, but continued to follow Doomwhisper’s orders.

      Eventually, they reached a massive cavern that was so large that the light could not penetrate the gloom. Nekros commanded his zombies to remain where they were as he strode out into the center of the cavern in search of his prize.

      With his staff held out in front of him, lighting the way, Nekros stopped when he beheld the remains of a great dead dragon. The skull alone dwarfed Nekros Doomwhisper. A single large fang from the dragon’s mouth was as tall as the necromancer himself. The entire dragon’s body would have dwarfed the size of some cities! Nekros extended a clawed hand and placed it on the side of the dragon’s skull.

      “Vyrmior, my dead Queen of Shadows. I am here to rekindle your flames,” Nekros said as he caressed the dragon’s skull like it was a long lost lover. “Now tell me, where is your heart, my dear?”

      Nekros soon found a small dark gem covered in the silt of ages nestled between ribs that were the size of buildings. He dusted it away with his clawed hand and held the gem aloft. It was a tiny thing, around the same length as the necromancer’s index finger, but shaped like a multi-faceted upside-down triangle. The red light of his staff glinted off its surface, and Erron thought he saw something flickering inside the gem. Something like a dark flame.

      The necromancer took this gem back to the dragon’s skull, and with a burst of crimson energy, he ascended onto the bridge of Vyrmior’s snout. With a deliberate and calculated motion, he placed the gem down in the crack between skull plates in the middle of the dead dragon’s skull. He thrust the skull-tipped end of his staff toward the gem and infused it with unholy necromantic energy.

      “Vyrmior, hear my words. You have slept far too long. Hear my voice and together we shall cover this land in a second Age of Misery! Let us cleanse it of these unworthy mortal races who seek dominion over each other! They do not know that death is inevitable, and death is patient. It will take them all in time, but you and I, we can transcend it. We can shape this world in our perfect image!” The necromancer’s words echoed all through the cavern as a surge of necromantic energy exploded from the gem.

      Nekros weathered the blast, but it knocked the gathered zombies over, and they all scrambled back to their feet. Tendrils of red mist threaded their way through the bones of the great dragon, which hummed with an energy they did not possess only moments ago.

      “There you are, my Queen,” Nekros crooned. “I feel your soul’s presence. Speak to me. I have longed to hear your counsel.”

      But the dragon’s bones remained silent. The soul gem embedded in the skull flickered with a dark flame inside, but it did not speak.

      Mazurak’s ghost stepped beside Erron and held his hand up to indicate that he’d paused the scene. “This continues on for a while. It takes Nekros some time to realize that Vyrmior can only speak to him through nightmares, and because he ascended beyond the mortal requirement to sleep… Well, he got quite frustrated for quite some time. Years, to be exact. All that time, the races of the land that would become the Southern Reach moved away from his place, with the occasional assault that ended in a slaughter. It got a reputation as being cursed.”

      “So the legend of the curse started all that time ago?” Erron asked.

      “Yes. Now this next bit is difficult to show, because the text is missing, and it jumps ahead. The pages were ripped from the book, actually. I searched for the missing pages everywhere I could think to look, but I never found them. The next part immediately following the torn out pages talks about the construction of the temple.”

      The scene shifted to a few years later and the necromancer’s army had grown considerably in size. The next scene happened in the same cavern, but things had changed significantly. Blue flame lanterns now hung from the walls of the cabin as a veritable army of zombies carved large pieces of stone away from the cavern walls. The cavern’s roof was gone now, open to the sky. These zombies carted the massive stone blocks over to a construction site that had been erected over the location of Vyrmior’s bones.

      Nekros oversaw the construction, and Mazurak sped the vision up once again.

      “Here we see Nekros creating the temple that sits beneath Hope’s End,” Mazurak explained. “I do not know what those missing pages explain, but I believe it has to do with the purpose of the structure of the temple. He is intentional about how it is built, using six focusing crystals at equidistant intervals around the border of Vyrmior’s great skeleton. Here, watch what happens next.”

      Mazurak sped the vision up even faster. The focusing crystals became encased in those black stone bricks, and another room was built directly above the enormous bones, right in the center of those crystals. A stone fountain was then crafted by monsters that looked very much like risen revenant fiends, not the normal zombies that Nekros normally summoned from the bodies of the dead.

      “Has he figured out how to use Vyrmior’s power here?” Erron asked.

      “He is permitted to use her power, and he now sees how superior it is to the mindless undead that he can raise on his own,” Mazurak explained. “Reanimating a corpse and turning it into something new are entirely different things, with a gulf of power and expertise in between.”

      The revenants crafted a beautiful stone fountain, and in the center, they built a vision that Erron recognized. The form of the Night Matron in her flowing black robe, with arms outstretched as though she was beckoning him toward her. Her eyes were polished obsidian, and when the fountain was complete, a stream of black liquid ran from her eyes and the palms of her hands.

      “How…?” Erron asked.

      “I don’t know, my boy. But my theory is that those missing pages have something to do with what comes next. You see, Nekros found a way to siphon Vyrmior’s power into this fountain, and he drank from it. This power allowed him to ascend to a level of power that no necromancer had ever reached before. At least no mortal, anyway. He became this world’s very first lich.”

      Erron watched as Nekros held a silver goblet into the streaming black liquid that fell from the Night Matron’s hands. He lifted it toward his skull, tipped his head back, and drank deeply of the liquid magic. It infused his body with newfound strength, and he cackled atop his temple. His voice echoed up into the darkened sky above, which seemed to tremble at the sound.

      “I believe that Vyrmior thought that Nekros was following her instructions. She needed arcane focusing crystals to begin taking form in this world. I think Nekros made her believe he was following her plan when he was actually building a prison for her soul. He wanted her power, but did not want to give her the chance to escape.”

      “He entrapped the immortal soul of the dragon of death,” Erron said, the magnitude of what Nekros had done settling heavily on his shoulders.

      “Yes. But Vyrmior did not take that lightly. This is where this vision ends, and the accounts of what came next either do not exist or they have been lost to the ages. Nekros suffered a final defeat soon after this, but he was canny. He used what he had learned of the dragon’s soul gem and found a way to bond a part of his own soul to an object, a phylactery. Even now, I don’t know what he used or where it is hidden, though I assume it to be deep within his tomb. This phylactery ensured that even if his physical body died, he would be able to find a way to come back. To reconstitute himself and rebuild himself from nothing but his malignant soul energy.”

      “If the reports from Harrow are to be believed, he might be doing that again right now.”

      “It should be impossible, but the facts lead me to the same conclusion. You see, the second baleful beast I created when I made the duergon has been guarding Doomwhisper’s Barrow since my death since the last time I killed the necromancer when he tried to come back.”

      The vision of the black temple beneath Hope’s End crumbled away and Mazurak’s tower flowed back into place piece by piece. Mazurak fell backwards onto a ghostly chair that he summoned to catch his fall. Erron didn’t know how a ghost could look tired, but Mazurak looked like he’d just run a marathon. He ran a hand through his long ghostly beard and made a tch sound.

      “Vragas, my second baleful beast, was made to siphon death attuned shadow magic out of the very air around him. Any latent threads of Doomwhisper’s soul that tried to escape his phylactery should have been eaten by Vragas over the years. But obviously, he has somehow figured a way around this. Nekros was always a clever one. If he’s raising zombies again, he’ll be trying to find out what state the world around him is in. He can see through them, just as Vyrmior can.”

      Erron furrowed his brows. “Vyrmior told me that she can’t experience the world through the fiends that I raise. Did she lie?”

      “Oh yes. You can’t trust a word that comes out of her mouth, my boy. She will be seeing everything your fiends see, hearing what they hear, and figuring out a way to use it all against you.”

      Erron balled his hand into a fist and it trembled by his side. He should have known better than to trust her. He was learning that he couldn’t trust anyone, save for his friends. And even then, there was a seed of doubt in his mind.

      “I need to find out what’s happening in Doomwhisper’s Barrow before it’s too late,” Erron said with conviction.

      “Yes, but you are not strong enough. You defeated the duergon, but Vragas will be too powerful for you. There is work to be done for us to prepare. Come with me to the library and I will share some knowledge that will help you in the conflict to come.”
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      Mazurak Harkin's library was filled with shelves that stretched from floor to ceiling, filled with weathered tomes and ancient scrolls. The air was thick with the scent of aged parchment and a certain buzz in the air that Erron couldn’t quite place. It was almost like the magic held within those pages couldn’t help but overflow into the air around them.

      Tall bookcases, carved from dark oak, lined the walls. They were quite plain in appearance, but the contents of the shelves were anything but. They were meticulously organized, each holding a vast array of texts bound in leather, some of the spines were etched with runes and sigils. Some books seemed to emanate a faint glow, hinting at the potent magic hidden within their pages.

      Crystals of various sizes which emitted a soft ethereal light adorned the corners, lighting the room with a gentle luminescence. Dust particles danced in the faint beams of light, which made Erron feel like he was delving into some ancient tomb. And in a way, he figured he was.

      “Those are reading crystals,” Mazurak explained. “The tone of light they emit is designed to reduce strain on the eyes during long study periods. Besides, a flame can burn. Crystals cannot.”

      “Interesting,” Erron said.

      “Now, I cannot allow you to take any of these books out of my tower. If any of them were to fall into the wrong hands, the results could be disastrous.”

      “That won’t be necessary,” Erron said and knew that he would just be able to absorb all of the information using his arcane core.

      “And if you’re thinking about using that magical device in your hand, well, you’re going to be sorely mistaken. Reproduction of the information within these books is not something I can allow. You probably felt the magical suppression field when you entered the room,” Mazurak said, his voice firm.

      “But-” Erron began, but the ghostly wizard cut him off.

      “I will share any of my wisdom with you, but there are certain things I must explain, provide warnings for, and necessary context. The knowledge contained within these walls could bring the Five Kingdoms to their knees. Any attempt to remove books from this room will incinerate them.”

      Erron’s eyebrows rose in shock. “You’re serious about this.”

      “Why do you think I surrounded this tower in a death field?”

      “Good point,” Erron said, but he knew this was just a small hiccup. Everything he saw, Arcoria would absorb. He would just need to spend some time going over each of the books instead of having Arcoria scan them all in.

      A large wooden table dominated the center of the room, its surface covered in scattered parchments and quills. Ink bottles lay haphazardly about the place, whatever ink that once lay inside them dried out over the centuries. There were elbow grooves worn in the table right in front of a comfortable chair, and Erron could imagine Mazurak hunched over scrolls there, learning arcane secrets.

      “Come, I would recommend spending some time with these three tomes to begin with,” Mazurak said, and he walked over to a nearby shelf that was teeming with thick tomes. He pointed at one in particular that had a skull on the spine. “I penned this one myself. It contains all of my learnings that I gleaned from the fiend forging process over the years. If you mean to create an armed force of risen fiends to stand against Nekros Doomwhisper, you would do well to study this.”

      Erron took the book and held on to it as the ghost led him to the next.

      “This is a study of magical herbs, their properties, and how they may be used in alchemy. This was not written by me; it was written by an old friend of mine named Leila Wormwood.”

      Erron smiled at the name. “I know a Wormwood from Harrow. Hazel, her name is. She’s Harrow’s apothecary.”

      “Ah, following in her ancestor’s footsteps. I’d say this book was penned by her great grandmother a few generations back. It’s called Herbalism: A Witch’s Journey. You’ll learn about some herbs and other plants here that you can use in your fiend forging. It imparts certain properties depending on the medicinal properties of the herbs involved.”

      Erron took that book as well.

      “The third and final book is this one,” Mazurak said as he motioned to a third and final book. This one was very old and beat up, and the front cover almost fell off when Erron picked it up. “It’s just called Soul Magic, and it is one of the most coveted books that I hold in my archives. Anyone with a talent for shadow magic could use this book to become a necromancer themselves.”

      “I have no talent for magic. Why should I read this one?”

      “You must understand how both Nekros’ and Vyrmior’s magic works. Granted, Vyrmior’s is more advanced and powerful than anything us mortals have ever been able to mimic without her involvement, but knowledge is power, my boy!”

      “Very well. I’ll get started on these right away.”

      Erron spent the rest of the day inside Mazurak’s tower poring over these old books. By the end of the day, it felt like Erron's head was going to explode from all of that information he had stuffed inside of it. He almost wished that he could simply scan all of these books into his arcane core and have Arcoria filter through all of the information, but he realized that he would have missed some very important context and history that were contained within these books.

      The very first book, which was the resource that Mazurak himself wrote about making new fiends, was a revelation. It was full of all of the information that Erron wished he knew before he started making monsters of his own.

      The process was as simple or as complex as Erron wanted it to be. The more control he exerted over what corpse he buried and how he buried it, the more refined his fiends would become when they clawed their way from the dirt the morning after.

      There were elements to the fiend forging process that Erron had not even considered yet. But it all started to make sense when he thought back to how his monsters had previously come out of the dirt. One of the very first abominations he had created was when he buried a group of three different wolves together. They came back the next day as a twisted amalgamation of all three corpses that exerted its will over the other risen wolves.

      Mazurak's book explained that the reason for this was that if multiple bodies were buried in close proximity and touching each other, the magic that seeped up through the ground in Hope’s End would knit those bodies together. It would also combine some traits of the buried creatures in unpredictable and sometimes dangerous ways.

      In the case of the three wolves, the magic had combined their individual brain power to make the creature much smarter than it would have been if it was raised as three separate monsters. This was why it was given dominion over the other risen wolves and was considered the alpha.

      The book gave an example where Mazurak had buried two bears that he had killed back-to-back, without sufficient space between their corpses. These bears resurrected as a two-headed, eight-limbed monstrosity that was incredibly difficult to kill. But that brought Mazurak to the next part, and that was discussing what the weaknesses of his fiends were.

      The biggest weakness of any risen monster was fire. Every single monster that clawed out of the ground was still a flesh and blood creature that could feel pain. This was very different from the normal zombies that a necromancer could bring back from the dead. A zombie could not feel pain, and was not slowed down by injuries unless they were catastrophic.

      The difference between a zombie and a fiend was that a fiend was alive. A zombie was not. A fiend had the capability of following complex orders, but a zombie could only follow a simple direction and could still mess that up quite easily. So while the fiend could do things that zombies could not, they also had more vulnerabilities, but these could be countered with the right equipment and knowledge.

      Aside from fire, a fiend could also be drowned. They would also be starved or deprived of water to the point of death, whereas an undead zombie could not. Zombies didn’t need to breathe, eat, drink, or sleep.

      Throughout the text, Erron also encountered discussions that Mazurak seemed to be having with himself on the ethical considerations of fiend forging. The book exercised caution, highlighting the potential dangers of wielding such dark powers, and the need to be responsible and mindful in their use. That was one element of all of this that Erron struggled with internally, though he never let it slow him down.

      Further on in the book there was a matrix of different kinds of monsters and what they would rise again as when they were resurrected as fiends. There were some familiar terms there, such as human beings returning as revenants, wolves returning as wargs, and even some listed combinations of different creatures. For example, when Erron created his lycan scarecrow, he had done this by combining part of a wolf and part of a man. That combination was listed in Mazurak’s monster matrix.

      Erron paid close attention to all of the names of the different kinds of fiends that different monsters would turn into. Arcoria would remember this and display it for him whenever he faced down another monster.

      Dire wolves became dire wargs. Nightshriekers became nightstalkers. Goblins became imps. Gnolls became aracujo. Rivora became gnashers. A regular everyday bull came back as an auroch. The list went on. Erron tried to commit it to memory, then continued studying the different kinds of fiends he could resurrect. Each of them was accompanied by a crude pencil sketch. Mazurak was a brilliant wizard, but he was certainly no artist.

      The book written about herbalism was far more dry and Erron found himself skipping through the pages. He would rely on Arcoria to be cataloging all this information for him. But there was a self-portrait sketch on the inside cover of Leila Wormwood, and Erron could easily see the family resemblance between her and Hazel. The Harrow apothecary would have loved to read through this.

      The last book, Soul Magic, was difficult for Erron to follow. It spoke in terms that would have only made sense to someone who had studied magic for years. He had to ask Mazurak to explain many of these things to him, but as the light faded at the end of the day and his headache grew worse, Erron knew he was going to have to come back to revisit this one.

      Erron got back onto Swiftwind and headed back to the farm. He was happy that he could just follow the road now back toward the temporary bridge that crossed the ravine into Hope’s End. He wasn't bringing any heavy goods back, so it could just trot across with Swiftwind and get back to the farmstead easily enough.

      While he rode, he reviewed some of the information that Arcoria had collated during his time in the tower. He tried to recall information about some of the herbs he read from Leila Wormwood’s book. They all appeared as small tidbits of information in ghostly display portals, along with a physical preview of what they looked like, if it was available.

      Erron focused on a bushel of wolfsbane as he trotted along the road and commanded Arcoria to display information about the plant. He already had a pretty good idea of what it did, so this was more a test of Arcoria’s functionality than anything else.

      
        
        Wolfsbane

        The image preview showed a tall growing herb with serrated leaves and vibrant purple flowers blooming from the top.

      

        

      
        Effects:

        •	Predator repellent: Wolfsbane emits a distinct aroma that repels predatory creatures. When dried and burned as incense or cultivated around a specific area, it deters natural predators such as wolves, bears, and large cats, keeping them at bay.

        •	Curse nullification: Wolfsbane possesses a unique property that can nullify the effects of the blood curse associated with lycanthropy. When ingested or applied topically, it temporarily suppresses the transformation and instincts of werewolves, providing them with some respite from their cursed state. However, it does not permanently cure the condition and only offers temporary relief.

        •	Lycanthropic wound management: When crushed and used in medicinal poultices, wolfsbane can aid in the treatment of wounds inflicted by werewolves. Its natural properties help cleanse and disinfect the wounds, preventing infection and accelerating the healing process.

        •	Highly Toxic: It is important to note that Wolfsbane is highly toxic to most creatures, including humans and dwarves. Ingesting wolfsbane or its extracts can lead to severe poisoning symptoms, including nausea, vomiting, and even death. It should be handled with caution and only used under the guidance of skilled herbalists or alchemists.

      

      

      Erron pulled Swiftwind up and dismounted his horse. He stooped down to pick some wolfsbane and placed it in his pack. This would be a good resource to have on hand for predator management, and to treat any wounds he or his fiends suffered at the hands of werewolves. What would happen if he buried a wolf with wolfsbane? That would be an interesting experiment.

      “Arcoria, show me some other herbs I might find around this area,” Erron said. Arcoria displayed a list of other herbs which were known to this particular region, and even showed the most likely locations for some of them to appear on the map interface.

      “Filter by herbs that increase resistance to magic,” Erron said, and the list that appeared grew smaller. Only two options appeared now: silverleaf and shadowbloom. Silverleaf did not come with an image preview, as Erron had never seen it before, but shadowbloom did. It displayed a thick-stemmed purple flower that only grew in the shadows of the deep forest.

      Silverleaf was described as a delicate green herb with a silvery white underside. Erron may have seen one before in his travels, but that was before he had bonded with Arcoria. When consumed or brewed into a potion, silverleaf granted temporary magical resistance. Naturally, the effects were heightened when the leaves were refined and brewed into a potion, but it could be eaten raw to impart a less powerful effect. It enhanced the user's ability to resist the effects of spells, enchantments, and magical attacks.

      Shadowbloom, on the other hand, had an effect that Erron was particularly interested in. It possessed an inherent affinity for countering and resisting shadow magic. When consumed in a potion, it provided temporary resistance against shadow-based spells, necromantic energies, and other shadow-based magical effects.

      If Erron was going to take the fight to Nekros Doomwhisper, and eventually to stand against Vyrmior herself, he would need lots of shadowbloom.

      Erron was happy to see that Arcoria was capable of showing him information as requested, and the convenience was far beyond anything Erron ever expected. He hadn’t anticipated that she would be able to show him where to hunt the reagents, and yet that was exactly what she could do.

      He mused on this as he got back into Swiftwind’s saddle and wondered whether Arcoria could use the same logic in a different way.

      “Arcoria, can you suggest potential habitats within a day’s ride of Hope’s End where I might be able to find some wolves?”

      A map appeared with some areas highlighted. It was labeled Potential Wolf Habitats with some smaller areas within the map that pulsed an even brighter shade. Erron focused on one of these and this section was labeled Confirmed Wolf Hunting Ground. These aligned to places that either he or his fiends had seen wolves in the past.

      “Thank you, Arcoria. This is excellent,” Erron said, and he felt the magical energy of the arcane core in his right hand pulse in acknowledgement.

      This was going to make hunting for specific animals and monsters so much easier. It was now time to begin refining his fiend forces, and Erron had some difficult choices to make. He checked in on the quest progress of his fiends and was pleased to see that there were already eight out of fifty monster kills completed today. He pulled up the quest log for this and saw a rolling list of notifications.

      
        
        Fleshwarg Alpha has struck the killing blow on a Forest Goblin Shaman and received 75 experience points.

      

        

      
        Fleshwarg Beta has struck the killing blow on a Forest Goblin Archer and received 75 experience points.

      

      

      And so it continued on for each killing blow that was struck. Fleshwarg Alpha took down six of the eight dead forest goblins, with Fleshwarg Beta only striking two killing blows. The bonus quest objective displayed that two out of ten different fiends had contributed toward the overall kill count, and eight out of fifty monsters had been killed so far.

      Each of the fleshwargs had also reached Level 8, which Erron was quite pleased about. It would be another two levels before they were offered another new attribute like Pack Tactics was offered at Level 5, and he eagerly awaited to see what would come next.

      The fleshwargs had changed a little, though. The Fleshwarg Alpha now had a new trait called Dominant, which gave it automatic alpha status over any new canid creatures that joined its pack. This was in addition to the Savage and Loyal traits it already held. Fleshwarg 2 had been renamed to Fleshwarg Beta, and its new trait was called Submissive. This gave it a boost to its dexterity and wisdom scores when it was in a pack with another creature with the trait Dominant.

      It was nice to see his two hounds growing, but Erron felt guilty for only having a pair. Perhaps it was time for his next fiend to be forged. A new friend for his two other wargs. This caused a moment of consternation in Erron, though, as he needed to weigh up whether that was the right choice for his fiend army right now.

      What difference would another warg make? Not much, considering they were mostly on guard duty with Sellis or Jenath whenever they went into the forest. No, as much as he wanted to expand the pack, it wasn’t the right time, considering he only had one more fiend slot to fill.

      Erron opened his quest log and reviewed the kinds of fiends that Vyrmior wanted him to forge next. There was a warrior who could cause bleed effects when attacking enemies, one that could split stones without the need for tools, and a fiend that could be used to pull a heavy load.

      One of those would be more useful than the others at this moment in time. If he had a fiend that could pull trees or stones back to Hope’s End, that would be a huge help in construction of the farmhouse as well as the Farice Wheel he wanted to make for the festival.

      Even with all of this doom and gloom on the horizon, Erron was still dead set on making sure that his Farice Wheel would be built in time for the festival.
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      When Erron returned to the farm, night had fallen. He headed to the barn to stable Swiftwind, and his two hounds were waiting outside of it for him like sentries. Erron secured Swiftwind in his stall, and poured some fresh water in the trough and some feed. Swiftwind settled, and Erron gave him a pat on the neck. “Good job today, Swiftwind. I’ve missed you.”

      After he left the barn, Erron reached out and gave both of his hounds a scratch behind the ear. The alpha’s tail wagged in pleasure, but the beta’s tail wagged and it thumped its back leg against the ground. Erron must have been hitting a good spot. “You two have been good boys today as well. I’ve been watching you help Sellis out with her work in the forest. Eight goblin kills? Well done!”

      The fire in the middle of the farmstead complex was burning, and his halfling friend was waiting for him there. Sellis was alone, which was a bit of a surprise. He thought that some of his monsters would probably be here as well having their nightly dinner. He quickly checked the task logs and saw that they had already eaten a little while ago and had returned to the tasks that Erron set for them that morning. It looked like they had made great headway with collecting wood for future construction projects.

      “Good morning,” Sellis said pleasantly, even though it was most certainly night time. “Sorry I missed you this morning, I was in a deep sleep, communing with nature through dreams.”

      That comment caught Erron by surprise a little bit. He wondered whether the Night Matron was trying to reach his friends as well, so he decided to ask Sellis. “Good dreams, I hope? What were they about?”

      “Druidic dreams are different from what you would normally understand dreams to be. Sometimes they are not accompanied by visions or anything like that. Sometimes it will just be a kaleidoscope of smells, or a symphony of sounds from the natural world that Bloodthistle wants me to hear for some reason. Last night, my dreams were of movement. Of roots parting earth as they grew deep, and branches splitting the sky as they reached ever upward toward the sun. It was quite a restful and pleasant dream, which is why I didn’t want to wake.”

      “It sounds much better than the nightmares that I'm usually plagued with,” Erron said with a laugh.

      All of his friends knew about the nightmares that sometimes woke him from sleep. It had endangered their lives on a couple of missions when they were trying to get some rest somewhere they needed to remain quiet. When the nightmares fueled by green flames invaded Erron's mind, sometimes they induced screaming hysterics that he could not control.

      He wished that he had known about the effects of lavender oil before now. He would have carried some with him wherever he went. He could have kept the reality of his dreams hidden from those around him.

      “So what did you get up to today?” Sellis asked.

      “Oh you know, a bit of this, and a bit of that. I can raise one more monster under my control at the moment, and I think I've figured out what kind. I'm not even sure if this kind of animal lives in these parts, although I think there's a pretty good chance.” There was indeed a fairly good chance, as Erron had checked the likelihood of them existing in this habitat on his way back to Hope’s End through Arcoria’s new wildlife interface.

      “Oh? What are we hunting?”

      “I think I'd like to have a moose under my control,” Erron said. “A bull moose, you know, the big ones?”

      Sellis’s sharp intake of breath said everything it needed to. Despite the seemingly calm and gentle appearance of a moose while they were being left alone, they could be quite dangerous when threatened. They were enormous, with adult males standing at roughly six or seven feet at the shoulder. They had a muscular build and could be extremely aggressive when threatened. Combined with the enormous antlers that sprouted from either side of their head, and the large hooves at the end of each of their long and muscular legs, a moose could kill a man quite easily.

      “You want to hunt a moose?” Sellis asked as if wanting to confirm the insanity.

      “Yes,” Erron replied simply. “I can make plenty of traps these days, and I have lots of monsters to help take control of the situation if it goes badly, but I will need help tracking one down. While Jenath is at Daggerspine Keep and can’t help with the hunt, I think that means that you're going to come and help me hunt one tomorrow.”

      Sellis grumbled a bit, but ended up agreeing. She seemed to completely relent when Erron explained to her the reason why he wanted to resurrect a moose as a loyal fiend. He tried to convince the halfling of all of the utility they could gain from a monster using a moose as the base. Not only would it be incredibly powerful, capable of pulling loads that a horse or a bull would struggle with, the moose could also protect itself using its formidable size and antlers.

      The amount of farm equipment that Erron would be able to outfit the moose with was also something to consider. A plow that would need to be pulled by a team of horses could instead be pulled by a single moose fiend. It could also pull a cart that was heavily laden with goods that would take multiple horses to pull. Of course, a normal cart would probably be too small. Erron would need to make one himself.

      “Okay, okay. You've sold me on this crazy plan, so let's get an early night and we'll do what we need to do in the morning,” Sellis said.

      Erron stayed up a little later that night preparing woven rope and converted this into a few different snare traps. These were similar to the traps that he had used way back on his first night at Hope’s End when he choked Clobber into submission. His revenants would be able to use these traps in combat to hopefully lock a bull moose in place while Erron killed it.

      Erron went to bed and sprayed a few drops of lavender oil on his pillow. He could not endure another visit from the Night Matron that night.

      

      Just before Erron awoke from a night of restful sleep, he visited the hill under the moonlight to see his daily experience accumulation summary. He received a trickle of fiend forging, farming, and other experience for the day before thanks to his fiends, but for the very first time, he received experience in a brand new category. It was called Academia.

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Academia Level 1!

      

        

      
        You’ve unlocked the following effects:

        •	Speed Reader. (Rank 1): Your reading speed has increased by 25%. You can now read at a faster rate while still retaining all information.

        •	Research Breakthroughs (Rank 1): Extended research about a specific topic will sometimes lead to research breakthroughs, and these can have any number of different effects. Every research breakthrough will usually lead to something different. Further study about a specialist area will often yield further research breakthroughs the longer it is studied.

      

      

      Erron was a little shocked at this turn of events. He’d spent most of the previous day in Mazurak Harkin’s tower going over some old books that the ghostly old wizard suggested to him. It was all in the aim of being able to use the power he had here in Hope’s End better. He never expected that it would result in a whole new class of experience and abilities that would improve and continue to change his life.

      A sudden feeling came back to him, not quite a memory, but something more than just intuition. Erron didn’t know where it came from. It was formless, vague, almost like there was something blocking the essence of what his mind was trying to recall. It wasn’t the first time he had felt this way either. It was like there was a sense of deja vu about something that he knew happened, but couldn’t remember.

      There was an intense feeling of jealousy, like at some time in the past Erron had wanted to be able to study, but something or someone stopped him from doing it. The unlocking of this new study-focused skill somehow brought all of those old emotions bubbling to the surface.

      Erron trudged up the hill to talk to Arcoria and he was shocked to feel a sadness welling up from inside of him. His questions for the core today didn't have anything to do with the farm, monsters, or how to get stronger.

      There was something that Mazurak Harkin said to him before about how some of his memories were sealed away by some spell that was beyond his skill to break. Erron knew that traumatic events could make someone shut out their own memories to protect them from trauma, but this was something different. Something deliberate.

      “I need your help with something,” Erron said to the glowing core.

      “If it is within my power to help, I will do so. What is it?” Arcoria replied.

      “Is there any way that you can find out what kind of magic might have been used on me in the past, specifically the kind that would lock away memories?”

      “Yes, I can. I have already detected an area of your mind that has been sealed away so your conscious mind cannot access the memories held within. A powerful enchantment spell is still in place.”

      Erron blinked in frustration. “Right, you already knew there was a part of my memories that had been hidden away from me? When were you going to tell me this?”

      The arcane core pulsed in an apologetic rhythmic tone. “I am sorry, Erron. I simply assumed that you were aware that some of your memories had been cordoned off using a sealing spell. It is quite common for these spells to be used when there is something that the user wishes to forget. Did you not instigate this spell block?”

      “If I did, I have no memory of it. Can you tell me anything about the spell? Are you able to access any of the memories held behind the block?”

      “While the spell block remains in place, I am unable to access anything that is kept secret behind it. I am also unable to access the parameters used when the spell was initially cast, aside from the fact that a spell from the enchantment school of magic was used. However, based on the age of this spell and the amount of your memory that is contained within the spell, while cross-referencing the fact that you are unable to access any of your memories before the age of eight or nine years old, I would say that it is very likely that your entire childhood has been locked behind an impenetrable spell seal.”

      Those words were like a kick in the stomach. “Is it possible that all of these bad dreams I’ve had throughout my entire life are just old memories leaking through the barrier of this spell seal? The nightmares of green flames, and people screaming in burning castles?”

      “Recurring nightmares often have a basis in the sufferer’s past. If these nightmares have been consistent for quite some time, it is very likely rooted in a traumatic event from your past.”

      So at some point before when Erron was very young, he had been somewhere, probably a castle, considering how often they appeared in his nightmares, and the castle might have been destroyed by green fire. Someone had deemed everything that happened before that moment to be dangerous somehow. But dangerous to whom?

      “Can you access my earliest chronological memory?” Erron asked.

      “The earliest memories that I am able to access are quite vague and half formed, but this is quite normal if someone has gone through a highly traumatic event. The earliest memories I can find are of you traveling north on the King’s roads with an older man. He is a swordsman, and he has the bearing of a knight even though he dresses as a scoundrel.”

      “That would be Fendral. The Slayer. He has been my guardian my entire life. He has protected me from every threat that ever came my way. Are you saying that my earliest memories are of traveling with him?”

      “That is correct. Wait, I believe I have found one memory that may provide some insight. Chronologically, it occurs after you have been traveling for a few weeks, but it is quite well preserved. It must have made an impression on you at the time for it to remain so vivid. Would you like to view the memory?” Arcoria asked.

      “You can play my memories back to me?” Erron asked, shocked at the implications.

      “Yes. One of my functions is to capture events through the perspective of the person I am bonded to so they may be able to recall those memories and explore them at a later date.”

      “You’ve been storing memories of everything that’s happened to me since you and I bonded?”

      “Yes, that is correct. I can access memories that you have preserved yourself, but humans are notoriously terrible at recalling the exact facts of a situation. Human memories are made up from flashes of truth, filled in with fictions. This is part of the reason why the Mage Council of Lutheron Lake will want me returned to them. I am quite powerful, and dangerous in the wrong hands.”

      “If the Mage Council takes you back from me, will they be able to access memories of all of the events that have occurred while you and I have been bonded?”

      “Oh yes. They will be able to access the entire catalog of events that have occurred,” Arcoria replied.

      Even in this moonlit dreamscape, Erron felt the warmth leach out of him as he realized the magnitude of this. If the Mage Council ever got their hands on the arcane core, they would have direct evidence of Erron’s decision to steal it for himself. They would be able to access his own memories about everything that had happened so far. They would know about Mazurak, about Vyrmior… Everything!

      Whatever he did, Erron could not allow the Mage Council to get their hands on the core. Every aspect of this new life he had built for himself was at risk even if they managed to extract it from his body without killing him.

      Erron took a deep breath, closed his eyes, and tried to center himself. This whole situation was just spinning out of control. But it was okay, because now at least he knew the gravity of the situation. He understood the stakes, and what would happen if he lost control.

      “I want you to show me the memory,” Erron said.

      “Very well,” Arcoria said, and suddenly, the scene shifted in a very similar way to how the transition had occurred in Mazurak’s tower. The moonlit sky twinkling with stars shattered and faded away until Erron’s vision went dark.

      This time, Erron was not a bystander witnessing the events. He found himself back inside his childhood body, curled up by the fire on an extremely cold night. He was tired, but he was intensely curious about a conversation that Fendral the Slayer was having with someone he obviously knew quite well. Erron’s entire body hurt, as though he’d traveled a long distance without much rest.

      “So they are all gone, then?” Fendral asked, grief heavy in his gravelly voice.

      “Windamere Keep still stands, but the flames consumed everything inside. Chattels and people alike. The Scryers are merciless,” another voice, this one female, replied. Erron didn’t recognize who was speaking, but they too had a voice weighed down by tragedy.

      “It was just pure luck that the boy was training with me in the yard when the attack came. An hour earlier and he would have been in his chambers. An hour later, he would have been there again. They knew exactly where to target, didn’t they?”

      “It's hard to say. Getting a report of what actually happened inside the keep is all but impossible. The Scryers left no one alive if they could help it. The only people that I know of that saw things with their own two eyes are in this room with me. You and him. How much does the boy remember?”

      Fendral grunted. “If he ever finds out what I’ve done to him, he’ll kill me himself.”

      Erron felt goose flesh pucker all over his young body. This was the reaction that he had felt at that time, but it echoed the exact same reaction his body would have had if it were here. His body in the memory couldn't do anything differently than what was done at that time. Otherwise, Erron would have leapt out of his bedroll and rushed over to Fendral. He would have grabbed him by his leather jerkin and demanded him to tell the truth.

      The woman spoke again. “What did you do to him?” There was fear as well as a strange kind of reference in the way that it was asked.

      “I had to kill the other men at arms that escaped with us. They weren’t my most loyal men, and I knew that if I allowed them to live, it was only a matter of time before they sold information about the boy to the highest bidder. I could not allow that to happen,” Fendral said, grief and guilt heavy in his voice.

      “What did you do to the boy?” The woman’s question was more urgent now, as though it spoke of a terrible truth that was about to be revealed.

      “The only way that I could ensure that the DeMorlin line continued was to make sure that it ended. At least, I needed everyone to believe that it had. Including the boy,” Fendral said.

      “He’s still alive. You don’t think he’s just going to forget what happened, did you, Nicholas? An attack from the Scalebane Scryers tends to leave an impression.”

      The young Erron in the memory blinked in confusion. Who was Nicholas? An inkling of memory rose to the surface. Hadn’t he seen something about the Scalebane Scryers in Daggerspine Keep?

      “It’s Fendral now, not Nicholas. Besides, Lord Alistair and Lady Diana had powerful friends. I think the reason the Scryers targeted them was because the Scryers know that draconic influence still runs in their veins. Not dragon’s blood itself, but there is a certain sensitivity to it. That’s why the Scryers wanted to destroy the family entirely. I knew of a wizard who specialized in mnemonic enchantments, the kind that can lock away or alter memories. I would never want to change the essence of who the boy is, but if I didn’t lock away that memory of his own family screaming as they burned in green dragonfire, I knew there would be nothing I would ever be able to do to stop him from taking a path of revenge. He would be consumed by it, and it would get him killed.”

      “And you’ve just been calling him Erron Vangian ever since?”

      “He agreed to that name when we fled Windamere Keep in the night. I started calling him Erron then, and I never used his real name again. The rest of the world thinks that Wilhelm DeMorlin died in the attack, and that’s the way it will stay.”

      The revelation rocked Erron.

      To his very core.

      In every single memory he had, well, at least the ones he had access to, his name was Erron Vangian, and he was the ward of a mercenary named Fendral the Slayer. But now Erron realized that everything he had been told by Fendral during his youth was a lie.

      His name wasn’t Erron, it was Wilhelm DeMorlin, and he had once lived in a castle.

      He had a family that loved him, and they had been destroyed by a group called the Scalebane Scryers. They burned his family alive in a night filled with green dragonfire.
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      The memory faded, and Erron once again found himself standing next to Arcoria atop the moonlit hill.

      “Arcoria,” Erron said, his voice threatening to break under the weight of the revelation. “I need you to tell me everything you can about the Scalebane Scryers.”

      “Yes, of course. The Scalebane Scryers were an organization that were a part of the Order of the Dragonslayers during The Quelling, who then splintered off into their own strata after the extinction of the dragons. Their beliefs still persist today, though they are considered antiquated. The Scryers are considered a strange but harmless cult in most of the Five Kingdoms. Kit Barrington mentioned a Scalebane Scryers dragon altar in Daggerspine Keep not long ago, so they may have a local presence.”

      “I think that requires further investigation,” Erron said. “Keep going. I need to know everything you know about this.”

      “Very well. The Scryers served a particular function during The Quelling, and in the years that followed. During the war against the dragons, they were strategists and magical clairvoyants that used the magical essence of the dragons to fight them. After the majority of the dragons were killed, the Scryers kept a few alive so they could continue to harvest their blood. They used their powers to then trace families who had been seduced and corrupted by the powers of the dragons, and were still being affected by draconic influence.”

      Erron knew some of this story. Against the might of the six great dragon clutchmothers that used the mortal races as workers and playthings, the people of the Splintered Kingdoms were as insignificant as ants trying to fight the boot that stepped on them. The ants may scurry about and bite the boot to the best of their ability, but there was simply no way for them to actually fight back. The boot was too powerful, its hide impenetrable.

      That was until a lesser dragon took pity on a human who had been grievously wounded in his name. Erron couldn’t recall the name of the dragon, but Arcoria gladly helped him with recalling this fact. The dragon’s name was Xarion, and he was a rare kind of dragon. One that actually cared for the humans under his command.

      Xarion’s prize warrior was a man named Jon Draeghar, and he was a beast of a man. Six and a half feet tall, muscled as only a man who fought every day of his life could be, with a mane of dark hair that gave him the look of a wild animal in battle.

      Jon led a force of Xarion’s warriors against a rival force commanded by Xarion’s clutchsister Malyxstra. The two dragons had warred over the borders that separated their lands for many years, and skirmishes were common. This time, Malyxstra’s forces overwhelmed Jon Draeghar and the warriors he led. Jon’s friends died on the battlefield, and Jon himself barely survived. He threw himself into a river with a strong current, and washed up back in Xarion’s lands.

      The dragon refused to allow his greatest warrior to die. He offered Jon Draeghar a single droplet of his draconic blood to heal the wounds.

      In the following days, Jon not only recovered from his wounds, but he found that his strength and clarity of mind had increased beyond anything he thought possible. Suddenly, his unarmed punches were strong enough to bend plate armor. A claymore sword swung in his hands was suddenly powerful enough to cleave a mountain troll in half. Even though Jon fought in the name of the Xarion, he only did so because until this newfound power, the only other option was death. For Jon, his wife, and their three children.

      But suddenly, the people under the dragon’s claw had been given another tool. The blood of dragons could turn a normal man into a warrior with the strength to slay a dragon.

      Jon Draeghar used his newfound power and the reforged trust between himself and Xarion to destroy Malyxstra and her progeny of newly hatched whelps. Xarion was content knowing that his warriors were now the superior force in the land, but the dragon did not know that Jon and his warriors were secretly consuming the blood of the dragons they killed.

      One dragonslayer soon became a dozen. The warriors began feeding dragon blood to the men and women of their village in secret until Xarion’s entire populace were as powerful as Jon. Meanwhile, Jon’s wife Rhea began having terrible dreams and waking visions of potential disasters. Jon believed in his wife’s visions, and altered his plans in an attempt to stop these visions from coming to pass.

      Rhea Draeghar became the first Scryer, and together they used these visions of the future to all but guarantee their victory over Xarion. After some time to prepare, while consulting with Rhea’s vision records, the village marched on Xarion’s lair, and the dragon was slain. They killed every single one of Xarion’s own progeny as well, wiping that draconic family from the face of the world.

      The news spread quickly. Not only had Jon and his village figured out a way to kill an adult dragon, but he had also then used that power to destroy an entire draconic family. Suddenly, the mortal races were not just cattle waiting to be consumed. They were no longer slaves to draconic wills. They could take the power of the dragons for themselves and fight back.

      This gave birth to the Order of the Dragonslayers, who followed in Jon Draeghar’s footsteps, and the Scalebane Scryers arose from those who were afflicted by visions just like Rhea Draeghar.

      “Varethar the Valiant, the man who killed the last dragon, Kaonix the Cataclysm, is a direct descendant of Jon Draeghar,” Arcoria explained.

      “I bet the dragons never expected that this one skirmish would have led to the creation of the Order of the Dragonslayers and the Scalebane Scryers, which eventually led to their extinction,” Erron said.

      “No, I doubt that they could have known,” Arcoria agreed.

      “So the Scryers still exist,” Erron said. “They killed my family. Because the DeMorlins were somehow still influenced by the dragons somewhere in our bloodline?”

      “It is impossible to know for certain why they targeted your family, but that assessment is as good as any I could make,” Arcoria said.

      This was a lot to take in. Erron took a seat on the side of the moonlit hill. The grass was shimmering underneath him in the moonlight and the glorious glow from Arcoria. It was cool without being damp, and the landscape around the moonlit hill petered out into great fields that continued on as far as the eye could see. He stared out into infinity as he tried to come to terms with the long list of people and organizations who wanted him dead.

      Not only did he need to worry about being Erron Vangian, fugitive who had stolen from a powerful Mage Council and abandoned his life as a mercenary, who was also being hunted by the Crimson Dagger and groomed to become the vessel of an evil undead dragon. Now he also knew that his real name was Wilhelm DeMorlin, and that his entire family had been destroyed by the Scalebane Scryers.

      “Fendral was right about one thing,” Erron said.

      “What’s that?” Arcoria replied.

      “Now that I know the truth, I’m going to destroy the Scalebane Scryers.”

      Arcoria pulsed in a worried tone. Her glow dimmed and took on a warm tone. “I will help you in any way I can.”

      “Good. Now send me back. I have work to do.”

      Erron opened his eyes and felt the chill of the morning creeping in on him under his blankets. This light bedroll and blanket soon wouldn’t be enough to keep the cold out as winter descended. Morning light shone through the window in his tiny little farm shack. He stretched his arms above his head and let out a yawn, feeling as though he’d just had the world’s most restless sleep.

      Erron stood and stretched some more, and as he did so, his interface appeared in front of his face.

      
        
        Select your current research focus.

        Research breakthroughs may occur when you are studying your current research focus.

      

        

      
        Would you like some suggestions for your current research focus?

        Yes / No

      

      

      Erron selected yes. He was interested to see what the system would suggest for him. The interface showed a fair few different research areas, and each of these were adorned by a unique emblem that represented that field of study. There were different categories for alchemy, arcane lore, monster anatomy, herbalism, ancient ruins, world history, and many more. These were only suggestions, though, and Erron could choose whatever he wanted for his current focus.

      The thing was that Erron wasn’t actually planning on doing any research that day. Formal research would require him going through Mazurak’s tower and spending hours poring over old books, and he just didn't see that happening until tomorrow at the absolute earliest. He had a moose to hunt first.

      So whatever he chose as his research focus wouldn’t really matter. There was something that Erron was curious about, and that was the limitation of this research focus. If he could simply change the focus of his research whenever he wanted to, then he could just change it depending on what kind of book he was reading. Couldn’t he just switch from a fiend forging focus to a herbalism focus, to a soul magic focus as he flipped between books?

      Erron decided that he was going to set his research focus as hunting techniques. While he wasn’t actually researching this in dusty old tomes or books that he found in the wizard’s tower, practical research was still research, wasn’t it?

      The moment that Erron went to set hunting techniques as his research focus, the system displayed a warning message.

      
        
        Warning: you may only set a research focus once per day. If you choose hunting techniques as your current research focus, you will not be able to select another until tomorrow.

      

        

      
        Would you like to set hunting techniques as your research focus for today?

      

      

      Well, that answered that. Having to wait a day in order to change research focus was just fine in Erron’s opinion. It would change the way he approached research, though. Instead of spending a day researching multiple different topics, it would likely be more efficient to choose a single research focus and spend an entire day devoted only to that topic.

      If the research breakthroughs that came from the new ability he’d learnt were based on the amount of time you spent on one particular subject, then it was a fairly easy decision. More time spent on a single research focused topic in a single day would yield far greater results than spending time on multiple different topics when he could only have one research focus.

      Erron did wonder whether research breakthroughs could only happen if he was studying a particular topic through written or academic research, or whether physically researching something through actions and attempting to understand it would have the same effect.

      Arcoria confirmed it for him.

      
        
        What is research?

        Research is defined by the intent of an action. If someone is taking specific actions in an attempt to understand a particular topic better, then it is considered research for the purposes of research breakthroughs. However, simply going through the motions associated with a specific action, such as hunting an animal in the forest, without focusing on improving and learning new techniques, is not considered research.

      

      

      So it all came down to whether or not Erron’s actions were attempting to allow him to understand something better or not. He figured that as long as he was trying to work things out, then some of his actions would likely be treated as research, and not just actions.

      Erron confirmed his choice of making hunting techniques his current research focus, and the system acknowledged his choice.

      Erron got himself dressed and headed out into the farm. It was getting noticeably colder by the day now, and it wouldn’t be long before it felt like winter was well and truly here. Today, it just wouldn’t do for Sellis to sleep in like she had the day before. Erron wanted to get things moving a lot quicker today.

      Erron headed into the lodgings and quickly checked to see whether Jenath and Agatha had returned. They had not, which was probably for the best. The more time they spent up in Daggerspine Keep, the more they would begin to understand the issues facing the Southern Reach. Erron was more than happy for them to investigate all of the political intrigue and power plays for him, because that would allow Erron far more time to manage things here on the farm.

      Although there was something that he did want to investigate in Daggerspine Keep himself now, and that was the dragon altar that was supposedly used by local members of the Scalebane Scryers. Dragons died out generations ago, their fires quelled by the sheer unbroken will of the mortal races in the very forging of the Five Kingdoms. If the Order of the Dragonslayers and the Scalebane Scryers of the past derived their power from the blood of dragons, then there had been no way for them to empower themselves for generations.

      Perhaps the Scryers truly were toothless as Kit Barrington had said, simply holding over old traditions from times long since passed. However, the very thought of an organization that still existed that might be able to tell the future and influence it through visions and dreams made Erron feel uncomfortable.

      He had never really believed that magic could predict things that were still to come to pass. He had always thought that everyone was in control of their own destinies, not some unseen mystical force that made people walk down the roads of destiny whether they liked it or not.

      But who knows? Erron never thought that he would be able to use magic, and yet here he was bonded to an arcane core, and wielding necromancy powers as a conduit for an evil undead dragon.

      Erron went to Sellis’ door and pushed it open. She was still curled up in her nest, but Erron could not let her sleep today. The sun was already rising and heating up the world around him, which meant that it was time to go hunting.

      “Sellis,” Erron said. The halfling didn’t stir, so he called her name again, but this time, was a fair amount more aggressive about it. “Sellis, wake up. It’s time for us to go hunting!”

      The halfling still didn’t wake. With a mischievous grin, Erron swiftly removed one of his boots and tossed it in Sellis’ direction. He didn’t throw the shoe at her, just near enough that it would give her a fright. It landed in a patch of dry leaves that rattled and crunched. Sellis snorted as she was pulled out of her slumber. She blinked her eyes groggily as she tried to focus on Erron standing before her.

      “What do you want?” Sellis asked, then yawned. The words came out more like whaddya want.

      “You can’t sleep in again today, Sellis. We’ve got some hunting to do. I’ll make us some breakfast, and then we need to get going.”

      “Okay, okay. Oh, I forgot to tell you when you got back last night, but I made some bread. It’s over there, wrapped in cloth,” Sellis said.

      Erron’s stomach rumbled at the thought of homemade bread. It had been weeks since Erron had homemade bread. The stuff that he got from the Kit and Clover was undeniably delicious, to be sure, but the stuff that Sellis made was on another level entirely.

      “You got some butter as well, didn’t you?” Erron asked.

      “Yeah, it’s under the floorboard in the corner. I dug a little hole to keep it cool in the earth. Help yourself.” Then Sellis put her head back down in her nest and closed her eyes, but Erron wasn't letting her do that any longer.

      With a sly smile, he took off his other shoe and threw it at her – really aimed at her this time – which  made the halfling snort herself awake again.

      “You have to get up, Sellis. I’m going to pack our horses and we're leaving in twenty minutes. Got it?”

      “Aww man. Okay, okay. But don’t worry about getting a horse ready for me. I’m just gonna turn into a bear and amble along next to you and your monsters.”

      Erron sat around the fire and cut himself some slices of bread. The butter was cool but soft enough to be spread, which was a pleasant surprise. The bread was absolutely delicious, and there really was nothing quite like a fresh stick of butter. The only thing that would make this breakfast better was if Erron had some fresh honey to slather on it.

      Having access to his own bees would ensure that all of the crops he grew would get pollinated, which was necessary for some trees to bear fruit. It would also help the general health and vibrancy of all of his crops. Plus, having a source of honey he could draw on at any time would give him yet another product to sell or trade to the people of Harrow.

      “Arcoria, I want you to add something new to my To Do List. Build some apiaries and figure out how to keep bees.”

      The arcane core pulsed in his right hand in acknowledgement as he saw this added to his To Do List. That list was growing exponentially longer by the day, but everything on it was important. He would get to it all eventually.

      While he ate, Erron thought about telling Sellis about the revelations he’d learned through the night, but decided that this was something that he also wanted to keep close to his chest for now. He would tell Sellis and the rest of his friends when the time was right.

      They had to know what Fendral had done.
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      Before leaving the farmstead, Erron knew there were several important tasks that needed his attention. First and foremost, he made sure to secure the perimeter of the farm. He double-checked that the sturdy gates were securely closed and locked, ensuring that the boundaries of the farmstead were protected. While he didn't anticipate any immediate threats, Erron understood the importance of maintaining a safe and secure environment for his home.

      Next, Erron assessed the growth and health of his crops. He carefully examined each grow field, checking for signs of disease, pests, or any other issues that could hinder their growth. He was happy to see that Agatha’s insect repellent charms were still working like a… well, like a charm. The harrowberries were ready to be harvested, but Sellis said she would handle that later.

      She promised to make a harrowberry pie when they returned. She knew exactly how to neutralize the bitterness and acidity of the berries and turn it into a sweet dessert that everyone would enjoy.

      Erron commanded his two hounds to watch over the compound while they were gone. It was obvious they were disappointed about being left out of the day’s hunts, but Erron needed them to do this.

      The lycan scarecrow just lumbered around the fields scaring away birds from the crops. It was the simplest monster for Erron to manage, but he did wonder whether it was totally necessary. He could have easily made some proper scarecrows and put them on sticks, which would give him another fiend forging slot to use. Even though it was logical, Erron was still hesitant. He didn’t want to kill any of his loyal fiends.

      Erron formed a monster group that contained his orc, Clobber, as well as the three revenants: Handsy, Cadus and Tomas. He made sure that all of the revenants’ armor was combat ready and outfitted them with a variety of different weapons that they might need in the forest. He gave the two combat revenants a short sword and a pair of daggers each, and equipped Handsy with two short swords and a pair of daggers. It would have been far too difficult to attack with a scythe in the enclosed environment of the forest, even though it was Handsy’s preferred weapon.

      Thanks to all of the bandit weapons that Erron had recovered from the fort, he was not going to run out of pointy death-dealing implements anytime soon.

      Clobber didn't need a weapon, and there was no armor big enough for him to wear anyway. The orc’s massive frame made it impossible for him to wear anything that they had scavenged from the fort. The tattered trousers that the orc had been wearing since it clawed out of the ground had seen better days. It would soon be time for Erron to get some new clothes for Clobber; otherwise, the monster would be walking around the farm in the nude.

      That was one way Erron might be able to dissuade the Crimson Dagger from attacking him again. An orc in armor was one thing, but an orc wandering around in the nude would be a hell of a deterrent.

      As they reached the edge of the forest Erron got a firsthand glimpse at just how much progress his monsters made clearing trees in the forest. A field of stumps sat right next to the new boundary of the forest. They had been left in the ground after large trees had been felled and brought back to Hope’s End. In the grand scheme of the massive forest, this loss was barely a dent, but it was still impressive to see how much progress had been made.

      There was still much to be done around the farm to ready more of the flat land for planting crops, and Erron decided that he would really double down on crop cultivation after this. After all of the revelations about the Scalebane Scryers and who Erron had been before his family were murdered, he had even more of a drive to turn this farm into something that he could be proud of.

      It wasn't just his own legacy that he had to worry about now, but there was the legacy of his family as well. What greater declaration of independence and mastery over his own destiny could there be than to take the powers of a great undead dragon for himself? That would truly be something that both he and his family would be proud of. Especially if he used these powers for the good of the people of the Five Kingdoms.

      Now that Erron knew the truth about what Fendral the Slayer had done – or was his name Nicholas? It didn’t matter what his name was, as the actions still remained the same. Now that Erron knew what his mentor had done, there was a righteous fury bubbling up within him that demanded that he forge his own destiny.

      Fendral had decided upon an arbitrary life that Erron had no control over and seemed hell bent to keep him on that path. Well, that had all changed now. Erron was the master of his own destiny, and he wouldn't let anybody stop him from achieving his goals.

      As they approached the edge of the forest, Sellis gracefully shifted into her nightstalker form. She fell forward onto all fours and assumed the form of a large nocturnal cat. These were the kind that crept through the mountains and forests of the Southern Reach waiting to pounce on unsuspecting travelers.

      In her nightstalker form, Sellis possessed a sleek and dusky hide, adorned with darker gray stripes that ran up her back. These markings served as a natural camouflage, allowing her to blend into the shadows on moonlit nights and as the creature stalked through darkened forests.

      In keeping with her Circle of Brambles allegiance, where she worshiped the God of Brambles, Bloodthistle, the animal form had a series of long thorny vines all twisted together instead of a tail. Sellis could use these like a barbed whip to flense the flesh from her enemies. It was a fascinating display of nature’s artistry that seamlessly blended flora and fauna together.

      Sellis slunk away into the shadows as they entered the forest. It wasn't long before Erron lost sight of her, and he didn't even hear her passage. Nightstalkers were incredibly quiet and extremely dangerous. If you were being hunted by one while you were on the road, you wouldn’t even know it until their massive fangs were sinking into the flesh of your neck.

      Erron and his monsters, on the other hand, moved through the forest like an uncouth, unwieldy beast, crunching leaves and sticks under foot, silence a complete impossibility. They didn’t rush, as Sellis was going to scout ahead to see if she could locate their desired target.

      Erron really wanted to find a big bull moose that they could kill and take back to the farm. If they couldn’t find one, then Erron had some other ideas about how he might actually be able to make an animal that was just as large and just as powerful. But that would involve lots of animal carcasses, and quite a bit of time to try and figure out the best way of constructing a carcass in the dirt of Hope’s End.

      He knew that he could easily make a creature as big as a moose. All he needed to do was strip the muscle off of multiple corpses, fashion a skeleton, then bury it. The problem was that the bones of deer, horses, and cows were just not large or strong enough to be able to support an animal the size and weight of a moose.

      Erron did have an idea about how he could possibly combine multiple bones from multiple creatures to be able to simulate the bone density required to support an animal that size, but it would be an experiment. He could waste precious resources, whereas basing it on the dead body of a moose itself would be a far easier way to achieve success.

      As they walked through the forest, Erron started to feel as though he and his fiends were being watched. Occasionally, he would see the occasional flash of green and brown leaping between trees off to either side of them, and he instantly recognized what they were.

      Forest goblins.

      For a while, Erron thought that they would be too meek and timid to attack him and the four monsters that he had with him, but Erron was wrong. They were just biding their time until they had a force large enough that they thought they stood a chance against Erron and his fiends.

      The attack came swiftly and silently from above, but Erron was ready and waiting for it when he heard the thwang of the first goblin-sized bow being fired. A rain of tiny little arrows fired down on them from above.

      The scattershot approach worked somewhat, even though Erron was able to take cover behind a tree. His revenants were hit with a couple of arrows each, and Clobber took five of them in the back and shoulders. The arrows were tiny and didn’t look like they actually did much damage, but it was the raft of warning messages that came through the arcane core that gave Erron reason to be concerned.

      
        
        Warning: Clobber has been poisoned with Weak Forest Goblin Poison. Clobber is currently taking a moderate amount of poison damage each second.

      

        

      
        Warning: Handsy has been poisoned with Weak Forest Goblin Poison. Handsy is currently taking a small amount of poison damage each second.

      

        

      
        Warning: Cadus has been poisoned with Weak Forest Goblin Poison. Handsy is currently taking a small amount of poison damage each second.

      

        

      
        Warning: Tomas has been poisoned with Weak Forest Goblin Poison. Handsy is currently taking a negligible amount of poison damage each second.

      

      

      Each of the notifications echoed the information contained within a floating icon next to each of his fiends’ heads. The number of arrows that were stuck in each of his monsters seemed to increase the amount of poison damage they took. It wasn’t much, but if these goblins managed to stick his monsters with enough poisoned arrows, then things could turn very quickly.

      Erron identified a large tree where the majority of these forest goblins were situated. The branches above forked into perfect perches for the little green bastards. “Clobber, I want you to shake that tree down to its foundations! Knock those goblins down onto the ground so we can kill them!”

      The big orc grunted and then broke into a sprint. He shoulder-barged the massive tree with the forked branches and the forest goblins came tumbling down as they were dislodged from their perches. The Strong Man trait that Erron had chosen at Level 5 was really paying off. Clobber grabbed two of them and slammed their green heads together. They exploded with a crack and a pop as the other revenants rushed in to kill the other fallen goblins.

      They repeated this process whenever Erron located another tree that goblins were perched in, but there was the occasional fast one that leapt from tree to tree before Clobber could knock them out.

      “Handsy, I want you to climb up there and kill as many as you can!” Erron commanded.

      The revenant grinned and slipped his swords and dagger back into their scabbards. Handsy leapt toward a nearby tree and climbed it like a monkey. His four arms were a boon when it came to climbing trees, and he was able to leap between them with the same ease and grace as the smaller goblins. When Handsy got closer, he drew one of his swords and held it in one hand while he used the other three arms to navigate the forest's canopy.

      Erron’s monsters gained a trickle of experience points as the goblins fell. Both Clobber and Handsy were already at a higher level than the other two revenants. Clobber was the highest at Level 9, almost at the next threshold of Level 10 where Erron expected him to unlock a new ability. Handsy was chasing his tail halfway through Level 8. Erron grinned when notifications came through saying that both Tomas and Cadus had leveled up.

      Both of them had reached Level 7, and their stat growth was all in the areas that Erron wanted it to be. They were both combat revenants, so their increases went into strength, constitution, and dexterity.

      After reading the book about fiend forging in Mazurak Hawkin’s tower, Erron had come to realize that both strength and dexterity were attributes that benefited most physical combat classes. While strength increased the base damage that attacks from these monsters did, dexterity increased their chance to critically hit, as well as increased the amount of damage that a critical hit did.

      In practice, that meant that the higher a monster’s dexterity score, the more likely they were to land critical hits, and the more those critical hits would hurt. Raising both strength and dexterity in a melee class was just turning them into a better killing machine.

      Erron looted the bodies of all of these little forest goblins. They didn’t have pockets as such; instead, they wore little loincloths that weren't made from cloth at all. They were made of something called Old Man's Whiskers, which Arcoria displayed some information about. It was apparently a potent herbal resource that Erron could use in a number of different ways.

      
        
        Old Man's Whiskers is a peculiar type of moss that grows in large tangled masses, resembling long, wispy strands cascading down from trees or rocky outcrops. Its name derives from the resemblance to an old man’s long, flowing beard. The moss features are mostly silver, interwoven with hints of green and yellow.

      

        

      
        •	As Calming as a Grandfather’s Voice: The moss contains natural compounds that promote healing and provide a calming effect. Infusions and salves made from Old Man's Whiskers can alleviate various ailments, such as minor burns, inflammation, and skin irritations. It is particularly renowned for its ability to soothe respiratory conditions when brewed into teas or inhaled as vapor.

        •	Story Time: When dried and consumed as a tea, Old Man's Whiskers have a reputation for turning even enemies into good-natured friends. Nobody knows why, but tea brewed from this moss encourages people to tell stories to one another.

        •	Forest Camouflage: Incorporating Old Man's Whiskers into the fiend forging process results in a remarkable transformation. The risen fiend emerges from the burial with long strands of moss intricately woven into its body wherever the moss is placed. The moss serves as natural camouflage, blending the creature with its surroundings, enhancing its stealth and making it difficult to detect in forested areas. The moss also bestows an added layer of protection, acting as a barrier against certain magical energies and physical attacks, making the risen fiend more resilient in battle.

      

      

      Some of the goblins also held little vials of poison that they obviously used to dip their arrowheads into before attacking. It was labeled as a Weak Goblin Poison, and it supposedly did less damage the higher the target’s constitution was.

      The goblins were similar to others of their ilk, as many of them had fashioned shiny trinkets out of mundane household items. One particularly interesting one used the prongs of a fork that were twisted through the empty eye sockets of the skull of a small fanged creature. Many of them carried small pouches filled with herbs and other potion ingredients. Erron slipped these into the packs he had hanging from Swiftwind’s sides. He’d need to go through all of them when he returned to the farm.

      The poison debuffs had worn off all of Erron’s monsters by the time he was done looting the bodies, and Erron gave his monsters some preserved meat to eat before continuing on. This would help them regenerate a little health to be ready for whatever came next.

      As they continued on, Erron tried to keep an eye out for tracks and signs that monsters and animals had passed through. There was no way to know whether this was contributing to his research focus, but he kept on with it all the same.

      After a while, he began to notice the telltale signs of where the goblins had passed through. These forest goblins had sharp claws, which helped them grip on to the tough bark of the trees of the forest, but this also meant that they left scratches in the bark wherever they moved. Once Erron knew what he was looking for, it was quite simple to identify the tree top path the goblins had moved along before they spotted him.

      If Erron needed to, he would be able to follow this path way back and likely find out where the forest goblins lived. He did consider taking the bodies of the goblins back to Hope’s End with him. Having a monster that could hide up in the treetops and attack from above using bows and arrows would definitely be something that he could make use of, but until he expanded his fiend forging slots further, Erron had to stay on task.

      It wasn't long before Sellis appeared again. She shifted out of her nightstalker form as she approached so that she wouldn't surprise Erron and his monsters. The diminutive halfling lifted a finger to her lips, giving the universal sign for and be very, very quiet.

      She approached and spoke in a voice that was barely above a whisper. “I found one, but, Erron, it’s absolutely massive. I don’t know what they’re putting in the water down here in the Southern Reach, but this bull moose is at least eight feet tall at the shoulder. This thing is a monster even before you bury it back at the farm. I honestly don’t know if we can take it.”

      “It's lucky that I have faith in our abilities, then,” Erron said, matching her volume. If she was trying to be quiet, it probably wasn’t far away.

      “You don’t understand. Those traps that your monsters are carrying, this moose is just going to completely rip free of them like they’re made of nothing. This thing is bigger than… well, it’s bigger than almost anything I’ve ever seen.”

      “Are you saying that six of us, including you in your bramble bear form, couldn’t take it down?” Erron asked. Could it really be that formidable?

      “If we attack the moose that I just found, I’m going to be very surprised if we all make it out of this alive.”

      Erron looked at his monsters and remembered something that Mazurak had said to him. The old wizard had encouraged Erron to make sure he treated these monsters as what they were. They were tools, and nothing more. They were the way that Erron could achieve his goals, and right now his goal was killing a giant moose.

      If he suffered a couple of monster casualties in this fight, it wouldn't be the worst thing in the world. It would thin out his monster ranks and let Erron make even more. Besides, the last fight with the goblins added fifteen monster kills to his quest from the Night Matron, and all four of the fiends that were with him on the hunt today had now landed killing blows on monsters.

      That brought him to a total of twenty-three kills, and six unique fiends that had killing blows. That was some good progress, but now all of his combat focused monsters had been counted as landing unique killing blows. He would likely have to raise more monsters to complete that quest anyway.

      Maybe it would be a good thing if a couple of them fell in combat today.

      “I understand the risks,” Erron said. “But I believe the risks are worth it. The bigger they are, the harder they fall, right?”
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      Sellis sighed, clearly done with arguing. “Come on, the moose isn’t far away. There’s a tranquil rock pool a little further on. I just hope it’s still there when we get there. It would be a good idea to keep your monsters back here while we scout it out.”

      Erron commanded all of his monsters to stay put and to stay as quiet and stealthy as they could.

      A warning message appeared when Erron gave this command.

      
        
        Warning: It is pretty much impossible for an orc to remain silent and stealthy. Perhaps it would be better to take a different fiend on future encounters that require stealth?

      

      

      Erron grinned at that. He amended the command for Clobber to remain hidden within the forest, far back from the rock pool ahead. It was clear to Erron that they were standing in the middle of a game trail. There was a clear path worn into the forest floor where many creatures had walked to drink the fresh and clean water.

      Erron had a brain wave as he looked about the place. It was true that along this path there was plenty of room to either side and overhead where the giant moose would be able to walk through with its antlers free. However, once you stepped off the path, the branches of the trees grew lower and quite close together. If the beast was as large as Sellis said, then it would have a hard time moving anywhere but along the path.

      “Before we scout out the rock pool ahead, I think we need to make some preparations,” Erron said.

      Sellis shot him a quizzical look, but she didn't argue. Erron was the boss after all, and he clearly had a plan. While remaining as quiet as they could, Erron and his monsters set up some snare traps along this game trail. Erron was hatching a plan that he hoped would turn the tide of this battle in his favor.

      “I think this area right here is going to be perfect for us to lure the moose back to,” Erron said. “You see these low-hanging branches? If the moose is as big as you say it is, it’s going to find it very difficult to navigate through here. If it is angry at us and goes into super-aggressive mode, then it’s not going to be thinking clearly. It’ll probably chase us right off the path, get tangled up in the low branches, and if things go to plan, it should be feeling the effects of poison by then.”

      “Wait, what? You have access to poisons? I didn’t know Agatha could make those,” Sellis said.

      “I didn’t get these from Agatha. We just got attacked by a whole bunch of forest goblins and took the little vials off them. It’s only weak poison, and the moose probably has a-” Erron was about to start talking about the numerical mechanics that he was able to see through the arcane core, but figured that would be too much for Sellis right then. He didn’t want to get bogged down in explaining things to Sellis when they had a moose so close to being caught. “Poisons don't work quite as well on things that are hardy like big animals, but the effects are cumulative. As long as my revenants get a few good cuts in and keep out of the way of the moose’s attacks, it should be fairly weakened by the time we lure it back into the forest.”

      “That’s not a terrible plan,” Sellis admitted. “You’re totally sure about this?”

      “I wouldn’t put us at risk if I didn’t think there was a good chance we’d be able to pull this off. Life on the farm is going to be so much easier once we have an animal like this working for us,” Erron said.

      They set the snare traps up on the ground, spreading out at least a dozen of them anchored to the massive forest trees all around. Erron hoped that the moose would become entangled in the low-hanging branches while also becoming ensnared by his traps. If his revenants managed to poison it by the rock pool, then it should be weak enough to remain caught in the snare traps.

      After the kill zone was ready, Erron prepared the revenants’ weapons. He was liberal with the application of poison onto the blades that the revenants carried, and he was happy to see that the addition of the poison was reflected in the statistics of the weapons.

      
        
        Rusty Short Sword (Poisoned)

        Poison Duration: 30 minutes

        Damage: 8 (+2 poison damage per second)

        Type: Slashing / Piercing

        This sword belonged to the Jackals, but was claimed by Erron Vangian, the Landholder of Hope’s End.

      

      

      Erron used the poison on every single weapon his fiends had equipped. After they were done, he had some very specific commands to give his fiends regarding their placements. If they were going to take this moose, they would need to get the drop on it. Literally. They headed to the edge of the watering hole.

      The rock pool was nestled in an idyllic natural setting, surrounded by lush greenery and towering trees. A waterfall to the left of Erron’s vantage point cascaded down over a sheer rock face. The water threw up a cloud of mist over the entire place, which gave it a strange ethereal atmosphere.

      In the shallow basin of the pool, a magnificent creature stood proud. The enormous moose bent its muscular neck to take a drink from the cool, pristine waters. Its antlers, covered in a layer of thick velvet, pointed up toward the sky like savage thorns. Those things would be deadly, and Erron suddenly wondered what Sellis would look like if she bonded with a moose spirit and took on its wild form.

      Erron immediately commanded two of his revenants, Tomas and Cadus, to find a way up to the top of that cliff above the moose. It was the perfect place to launch a sneak attack from. He commanded Handsy to stay back. Once Tomas and Cadus attacked, he’d send Handsy in to attack the beast from the other side.

      The stream flowed on from the basin, down into a clear runoff that continued on further into the forest. This would likely be a good hunting ground for prey animals going forward, and Erron made sure to have Arcoria mark this location on his map. His right hand pulsed in acknowledgement.

      The moose was the only animal Erron could see, which meant that he could hopefully control the battlefield. Bull moose are extremely aggressive and territorial when threatened.

      Erron and Sellis crept forward. He waited until Tomas and Cadus were in position before reaching down to the side of the rock pool. His hand slipped beneath the cool, clear water, and he picked up a large smooth stone. He swung his arm back and then threw the rock with all of his might. It sailed through the air and smacked into the hind quarters of the moose, which swiveled its head slowly in Erron’s direction.

      At first, Erron didn’t think that the big creature was going to take the bait. It looked at Erron like he was no threat at all. Why would a massive moose care about this tiny little twerp that had thrown a rock at it?

      Then Sellis shifted into her bramble bear wildshape and the moose’s head swiveled toward her. Sellis bellowed a challenge, and that was all it took. The moose charged across the shallow rock pool right toward Erron and Sellis. It didn’t even notice the two revenants that stood atop the cliff above it.

      The revenants leapt from their perch and hit their target. They buried their poison blades deep within the bull moose’s hide. The blades sank deep, and Erron saw a poison debuff appear above the moose’s head.

      “Handsy, now!” Erron shouted.

      His four-armed revenant burst from the forest behind them and sprinted through the water. It wielded two short swords and two daggers, each of which were coated in forest goblin poison. The four-armed revenant attacked like a whirling dervish, its limbs becoming a flailing mass of flesh and steel.

      The moose tried to shake the two combat revenants off, then shifted to the side as Handsy continued slashing away. The moose lashed out with its rear legs, and the devastating kick connected. Erron heard the audible crack of something breaking within Handsy as he whirled away through the air.

      A notification appeared, warning that Handsy had suffered a critical amount of damage.

      Handsy landed hard in the cool, clear waters. As he began to get back to his feet, Erron saw that the left side of the revenant’s chest was a crater of puckered flesh that was quickly turning purple. Both arms on that side of the body hung limp. Erron didn’t know whether his monster would be able to come back from this.

      Then something happened that Erron didn’t expect. Four strange creatures raised their heads from the water all around Handsy. These monsters must have been in the water all along, but lying in wait, submerged. They were covered in fish scales but had arms, legs, and powerful tails that could propel them through the water. But the most striking features were the large eyes and the frog-like mouth that was almost as big as the rest of their bodies.

      Erron recognized the creatures immediately. These were known as rivora, a freshwater monster that supposedly lived in the river to the south of Hope’s End. They were called piranhas with legs, and had a reputation for being savage and deadly, especially in large groups.

      Handsy lashed out at the four creatures that surrounded him, slashing at them with his poison swords and daggers with his arms that still worked. He managed to land some good hits, which made two of the rivora run away, uttering sounds in a strange guttural language. They sounded scared. Erron was surprised that these primal creatures seemed to have some kind of language that they shared.

      The remaining two rivora seemed to be incensed into a raging fury as they suffered poison damage. Their massive maws opened, revealing savage translucent needle-like teeth, which chomped down on Handsy at every opening he gave them. The revenant tried to use his spinning flurry attack, but he was moving much more slowly now. There was nothing that he could do to protect himself from these two ravenous aquatic monsters.

      One of the rivora chomped down on Handsy's knee and the revenant’s leg sheared straight off. Handsy looked back at Erron with a look of fear in its eyes as it fell. The two rivora pounced on Handsy and all that was left was a dark stain in the previously pristine pool.

      
        
        The Scyther Revenant Handsy has died.

        You have gained 250 Revenant Fiend Forging Insight as a result of the lessons you have learned.

        Revenant Knowledge has increased to Level 3.

      

      

      “No!” Erron shouted. He felt a sudden infusion of power rush into him.

      
        
        Dark Fury of the Fallen

        The death of one of your loyal fiends has ignited the dark power within you.

        +10% attack speed

        +10% movement speed

        +10% physical damage reduction

        +10% magic damage reduction

      

      

      Erron didn’t have time to register what happened as the two rivora ducked underneath the surface of the pool. The death of Handsy ignited a dark surge of power inside of him, and he saw black shadow trails rise from his body like steam vapor.

      The two rivora left a pair of wake trails as they swam toward Erron. He pulled his sword from its scabbard but was already worried about the battlefield, even with the buff he’d just received. He was knee deep in water, which would slow him down. The rivora wouldn’t have the same issue. They lived in the water and could use it to their advantage.

      Two dark shapes darted around Erron under the water, then circled behind him. They didn’t strike at once, but Erron realized what they were up to. They were trying to get him off balance. He stabbed his sword into the water in the path of one of the monsters, but it deftly avoided the strike. The other rivora used that opportunity to attack.

      A massive splash erupted from the water behind Erron, but it was followed by a brutal roar. Sellis in her bramble bear form stormed behind Erron and slashed at the rivora as it leapt out of the water. It gurgled as the bear’s claws sank into its scaly skin. Meanwhile, Erron swept his blade through the water and felt it connect with the other monster. It was a glancing blow, but it was enough to deter the other rivora.

      The monster that Sellis had attacked was broken. It floated on the water’s surface, only one of its limbs still functional as it tried to swim away. Erron headed over and finished the monster off as Sellis thundered after the other rivora. She caught it eventually like a bear catching a salmon. She tore the monster in half and threw it back into the water.

      Erron heard the other two rivora that ran away gurgling in their strange aquatic language. They stood on the far edge of the rock pool then ran off into the underbrush. Sellis began to chase after them, but Erron stopped her.

      “No, we need to make sure the plan works! It’s time to lure the moose into the forest!” Erron shouted.

      Sellis blew out a breath through her nose, but she fell in behind Erron. She clearly didn’t want the rivora to escape. Erron hoped that it wouldn’t lead to any further troubles. The river was quite a way away.

      Erron commanded both of his surviving revenants, Tomas and Cadus, to disengage from the moose. Both of them had managed to avoid the majority of the attacks the moose threw at them, though Cadus looked a lot more worse for wear than Tomas.

      Both revenants followed Erron's orders immediately and stopped fighting the moose. They ran as fast as they could from where they were fighting the moose to the edge of the rock pool, close to the game trail that would lead them into the snare field. The moose followed after the revenants, taking the bait as Erron intended it to. The revenants were the biggest threats, so the moose had to neutralize them first.

      Sellis grunted as she stood next to Erron in the rock pool and jerked her shoulder toward him. She wanted Erron to get on. Erron climbed onto the back of his friend and held on using some of the brambles that stuck out of her shoulders like reins. She had manifested these brambles to grow without thorns, which Erron was quite grateful for.

      The revenants ran exactly where they were supposed to go, but Cadus was obviously hurt. He was limping and a little off balance. While running through the snare field, the damaged revenant put one foot wrong as he was trying to run down the path and got his foot caught in a snare. The trap snapped upwards, throwing Cadus up into the air.

      The moose ran directly into the hanging revenant and battered the fiend with its massive antlers. Flesh tore as Cadus cried out. As the moose circled around the hanging monster, the big animal stepped into two different snare traps almost simultaneously.

      When these traps were triggered, it pulled one front leg and one rear leg of the moose out from under it, which caused it to tip over with an almighty crash. Erron felt the ground shake even from on top of his bramble bear friend.

      The damage had been done to the hanging revenant. Cadus died as it hung from the snare trap that it had stumbled into, which added a second stack of the Dark Fury of the Fallen buff to Erron. At the very same moment the moose fell onto the ground and tried to get itself back up onto its feet, Clobber burst from the trees and started clobbering the fallen moose’s head.

      The massive orc brought its huge green fists down onto the moose’s head with such force that the big beast’s skull cracked and crunched underneath the withering blows. As bits of splintered bone pierced the moose's brain, it convulsed on the ground before finally falling still.

      The moose was dead, but Sellis had been right. They hadn't been able to bring it down without suffering casualties, and the reality that Erron had lost both Handsy and Cadus hadn't quite sunk into him just yet. His first big harvest was coming up soon and Erron now had two less helpers to harvest his crops.

      But there was an even more difficult question that needed to be answered. How in the Frozen Hells were they going to get this massive animal back to Hope’s End using only the strength of an orc, a revenant, a human, and a halfling in bear form?

      Erron and Sellis brainstormed for a bit, but there was really no easy way to do this. It was a serious hike from the kill zone all the way back to the farm, and even with all four of them pulling the massive carcass, there would be no way they would be able to do it. A full grown moose could weigh an incredible amount, which was just not in the realm of possibility for them to drag back in one piece. They would need to make things much more manageable.

      Erron hatched a grotesque plan that would see them butcher the corpse of the moose right here where it had fallen, and they would then drag each piece back one by one. Erron promised his orc and Tomas the remaining revenant a good meal that night if they saw to this mission with a sense of urgency.

      Tomas bowed to Erron to acknowledge his command, but Clobber had something more to say.

      “You cut stab-head deer into little pieces. I carry back.” The big orc gave a decisive nod to Erron as though it was decided.

      “Are you sure that you're going to be able to carry each piece?” Erron asked.

      “Me carry one piece. Them carry other piece.” The orc pointed at both Tomas and Sellis. “Work together. Four little piece.”

      Sellis changed back into her halfling form and started gathering up the snare traps that hadn’t been triggered. “I’ll make some harnesses for my bear form and Tomas. You start cutting.”

      “Okay then, let's get to butchering.” Erron sliced into the corpse of the moose and started carving it up.
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      After a long afternoon of dragging the giant moose back to the farm piece by piece, Erron was finally standing in his fiend pit, ready to bury the corpse. For this particular fiend, Erron wanted to preserve its purity. He wanted to raise a beast like this in a form that was as close to its original moose form as he could. He didn’t want to undertake any further experiments that might mess up his objective. If this resurrection didn't go well, then he had likely suffered the losses of two of his fiends, Cadus and Handsy, for nothing.

      Erron refused to consider that as an option. Their deaths were not in vain. He had reached Insight Level 3 for revenants when Cadus died, but Erron didn’t have any other human bodies to bury to raise as more revenants.

      During their mission back to the farm, Erron realized that there was actually now some space for him to do some experimentation with the other two slots he had available underneath his current domination cap. After he had commanded his monsters to dump the bodies of the Jackals bandits in the river back when his old friends resurfaced, Erron didn't have a lot of other corpse resources to work with.

      However, he and his monsters had just killed quite a few forest goblins. He remembered how they seemed to be at home in the trees, and how they could very easily move about without having to touch the ground. He also remembered the substance that all of their cloth seemed to be made out of – Old Man’s Whiskers. Now that he had found some of that strange yet visibly distinct moss, Arcoria was able to highlight it in his vision as he traveled through the forest.

      Erron had collected quite a bit of Old Man’s Whiskers and brought it back to the farm. After Erron buried his moose in the fiend pit, he dug two smaller grave sites and placed a body of a forest goblin into each of them. He covered the bodies in Old Man’s Whiskers, and also placed one of the tiny little forest goblin bows in their hands.

      When Erron covered their bodies in dirt, a ghostly prompt appeared in front of his eyes. This happened with the burying of each of the corpses, and it asked Erron to decide which trait he wanted to focus on for each fiend. This came from his Fiend Focus skill, which allowed him to choose one statistical attribute to raise at the point of burial. It was just one way that he could now direct the statistical focus of his monsters.

      For his moose, he decided to focus on strength above all else. For the two goblins, he decided to do a little bit of an experiment. He figured that the small creatures that would come from the goblins would probably have a high dexterity score, but a low constitution score. He decided to choose a dexterity focus for one, and a constitution focus for the other. He would just have to see what effect that had when they clawed their way out of the ground the very next day.

      After the three bodies were buried, they were all absolutely famished. Erron prepared a venison stew using chunks of meat from a buck that Jenath had slain earlier in the week. Erron was initially a little confused as to why the meat on the corpse was still so fresh, but Arcoria displayed some further information.

      
        
        This animal was slain using a unique type of poison: Slowrot.

        This poison slows down the natural decomposition process, allowing meat to keep fresher for longer.

      

      

      Erron thought that this would be a good poison to know how to make. He would have to speak to Jenath about it when they returned, as she’d been the one to slay this animal. He still wanted to find a way to get himself a cold stone, which would keep meat for even longer. Even though this buck had been killed half a week ago, there was no indication that it had started to turn.

      After the meat was browned, Erron added some well water to the stew, along with chopped carrots and potatoes, but he knew that there was a distinct lack of seasoning. Garlic was needed for a venison stew to taste really good, as well as salt and pepper. The cooks back at The Exiles compound often liked to get creative with the use of spices, but Erron had never mastered the ability to get the balance of flavors right. He kept it simple where he could, but Sellis had other ideas.

      “Don't put the lid on that pot just yet. Let me go and get a few things before you put it on the fire, okay?” Sellis asked.

      “Be my guest,” Erron said.

      Sellis came back a few minutes later with a bag full of different kinds of herbs and seasoning. She added in some rosemary, some thyme, and suggested that Erron should add some of the harrowberries into the stew.

      “Just trust me on this. I once knew someone who always put juniper berries in their venison stew, and the berries that you grow here have a similar flavor profile. I know what I'm talking about, because I'm going to make harrowberry pie for dessert. I think Clobber and Tomas deserve a little treat after all of their hard work today. Oh, and so do I. I deserve a little treat too,” Sellis said with a self-satisfied smile.

      Erron followed Sellis’s instructions, and even though he felt like adding a sweet berry into what would be a savory stew was a bit of a strange choice, what was the harm? He might be able to learn something new and add a new recipe element to his repertoire.

      While the stew was cooking, Erron got to work on another one of the projects that he had been meaning to do for quite some time. He ate a few roasted bramble figs to restore some of his vitality before getting to work on constructing his chicken coop.

      Clobber and Tomas were more than happy to assist with the task. Thanks to the construction assistant interface that Erron could access through his arcane core, it made the construction of the chicken coop an incredibly straightforward process. He just needed to choose where he wanted it built, cut the planks into the sizes and shapes the interface showed him, then place it where it showed him to put it. Easy as that.

      First, Erron made the fence that would go around the enclosure. The area inside the walls of Hope’s End was quite generous, but if Erron began adding more buildings and animal shelters in here, then it was going to get cramped quite quickly. But this would do for now. He would be able to construct a new bigger chicken coop further down the line if he wanted to, after he had expanded the walls and the size of his compound. There was no way that Erron wanted to leave any of his livestock outside the walls at night.

      Once the fence was finished, he added in a gate that he would be able to close to keep the chickens inside the enclosure, or open to allow them to run wild through the compound. They would easily be able to flap their wings and fly out of the coop if they wanted to, but the height of the compound walls would make them stay within no matter what.

      The chicken coop ended up looking fairly rustic, with a focus on function over form. Aesthetically, it reminded Erron of a tiny little log cabin. The inside was populated with strips of dried bramble fiber, which acted like the hay that you would normally see in a chicken coop.

      Erron made it so that he could remove the roof of the coop whenever he wanted to check and see whether there were any eggs waiting to be collected. He made the coop large enough to facilitate six laying hens at a time, and they would obviously need a rooster to protect them as well.

      Erron suddenly felt a flash of inspiration. What if he buried a rooster in the fiend pit, and resurrected a monster rooster to take care of his chickens? For that matter, what kind of eggs would a monster chicken lay as well? He would have to experiment with that at some point.

      The sun was sinking below the horizon as they sat down and ate their venison stew. Sellis’ bread was delicious when toasted over the open flames and slathered with butter. Clobber would have eaten an entire loaf to himself if Erron let him, but he didn't want to run out for his own breakfast the next day. Besides, there was pie coming later if Sellis was telling the truth about dessert.

      While they were eating, Erron wondered how Jenath and Agatha were going at Daggerspine Keep. There was a part of Erron that expected them to be back at the farm by nightfall, but they hadn't arrived. A dreadful thought crossed Erron's mind. He hoped that his friends hadn't run afoul of the Crimson Dagger, or anyone else who was looking for him.

      Jenath and Agatha knew how to take care of themselves. If there was any kind of threat headed their way, he was sure that they would be able to handle it. Yet still Erron wanted to know what news there was from Daggerspine Keep. He didn't even know whether the new Lord of Harrow, Corvin Garthanon, had taken up residence in the nearby town yet.

      Part of Erron wanted to completely stay out of that business. He didn't want to know what was going on, and wanted to pretend that he could just keep his head in the sand and continue doing what he was doing here at the farm. But he knew that eventually he would have to make contact, and he felt like when he did this that things were going to change for the worse.

      Erron suddenly wondered whether Algrim Garthanon had actually managed to pay the tithe to Tilda Lenton in Daggerspine Keep like he said he was going to before his untimely death. It was supposed to be payment for Erron's services to Harrow, but it was not like the Baron had given him that assurance in writing. It was a verbal arrangement, and at the time, Erron had no reason to think it wouldn’t be followed through on.

      The steward was supposed to know about the arrangement, and even though Anton had told Erron that he wanted to work together in the face of this new threat from the legitimized bastard, Erron couldn't be sure of what the steward's true intentions were. He had kept secrets and betrayed Erron once before.

      All thought about the politics of the House Garthanon went out the window as soon as Sellis uncovered the pie that had been baking in the coals of the fire pit. Campfire pies had their own rustic charm. A little ash and char on the outside was just a given when you made pies like this, but Sellis had truly done something marvelous. She had woven a latticework of pastry across the top, which showed the brilliant crimson of the harrowberries bubbling within.

      Erron gladly took a slice and the flavor that exploded in his mouth made his eyes roll back in his head. Somehow Sellis had figured out a way to nullify and neutralize the bitterness of the berries and bring out their natural sweetness. The taste was somewhere between a blueberry and a cherry, which was a strange combination that Erron had never experienced before. It was absolutely delicious, and Erron began hatching a plan when he saw the eyes of both of his monsters light up as well.

      “This is delicious, Sellis. Where did you learn how to use harrowberries like this?” Erron asked.

      Sellis just shrugged. “I just made some educated guesses about how I use other berries. I tasted some raw harrowberries and kind of figured out what flavors needed to be balanced, and I think it works. Although it's probably a little bit too sweet, if I'm telling the truth. I think a little bit of acidity will actually make this even tastier next time.”

      “You can make these as often as you want. Now tell me, do you think you'd be able to bake a couple of these next time we go into Harrow? I have a sneaking suspicion that you’ll be able to sell these for quite a high price to Kit Barrington. He's always on the lookout for new desserts.”

      “It's funny you should say that. One of the things that I was talking to Kit about was that very thing. But I'm thinking a little bit bigger than that.”

      “Oh?”

      Sellis shrugged. “The last few days that I've been here with you, I've started to realize that I maybe wasn't as happy with my life as a mercenary as I tried to make myself believe I was. It made me enough coin to survive, but it was always just a means to an end. I look around at the life that you've already started to build for yourself here, and you've only been here a few weeks. But you know everybody in town, and everybody knows who you are, and you’re doing something that matters. You're not just hurting people, you know? You're growing something. Building something. I was to build something too.”

      Erron smiled at this. “Half of what I grow here I can't even talk to people about. If anyone knew that I was resurrecting monsters, I'm pretty sure I would have all of Harrow on my doorstep waiting to set me on fire for being a necromancer.”

      “That might be true, but it's a balancing act, isn't it? You keep that stuff secret for a reason. You're not going out of your way to actually hurt anyone by doing this, are you?”

      Erron thought back to the incident with the primal troll and Flint Mason. He hadn’t intended for the stonemason to be killed, but it was true that through Erron's actions, one of the people of Harrow had been killed. It had made him far more hesitant to take huge risks with forging new fiends until he understood how it worked, and his own limitations.

      Even the moose he had buried in the fiend pit, awaiting resurrection in the morning, he didn't know whether he was strong enough to dominate it under his will. He still had lots of rope and snare traps from the forest today, which would help, but if the fiend that grew from the moose’s corpse was a higher level than his fiend forging skill could handle, that it might not even matter.

      Besides, he didn't even know what the forest goblins were going to turn into. They would be small, dexterous, able to climb trees, and would probably be able to use a bow and arrow considering that was what they had been buried with.

      “No, it has never been my intention to hurt anyone by this. My intention remains to never hurt anyone using this power, but I have a feeling that before all of this is through, I won't have any choice in the matter. I have to make a confession, Sellis.”

      “After everything that you've done and everything that we've already forgiven you for, I'd like to think that we can be honest with each other, right?”

      Erron nodded. “The first night that you were all here, I had about a dozen bodies in the barn. They belonged to an organization called the Crimson Dagger, and I killed them all. It was in self-defense, of course, but I was so worried about you all finding a mess of dead bodies in my barn that I commanded my monsters to go and dispose of them in the river.”

      Sellis nodded. “I wondered why you were having trouble sleeping that first night. And why you were so weird with me sleeping outside, even though you’d never had a problem with it before.”

      “There were lots of reasons,” Erron admitted. “But this poses a new problem, I guess. I suspect that the man responsible for Crimson Dagger operations in this area actually sent all of those assassins to me specifically so that I would raise them as monsters. Now I don't have those resources, and I've lost two of my revenants. I just hope that whatever crawls out of the ground tomorrow will fill the gap left by Handsy and Cadus.”

      “There are always bandits to kill,” Sellis said. “If you need more bodies, I don't think they're going to be very hard to find. When I was talking to Kit, he was saying that there are already a couple of different bandit outfits who are trying to move in on this territory now that the Jackals are gone. One group is calling themselves the Skullcrushers, another calls themselves the Redhand Raiders. There are already bounties up for them at the Kit and Clover. Jen and the rest of us can use our position as Exiles to take those bounties, and bring the bodies back here. I don't think we’ll have much of a problem at all.”

      “You do realize that if I ever get discovered, that you and the rest of The Exiles will have been helping an apostate necromancer do unholy experiments on the resurrection of dead humans?”

      Sellis shrugged. “Then we don't ever let anybody find out, right?”

      Erron smiled. “Yeah, I guess we can try that.”

      Suddenly, there was a booming knock at the compound doors. Erron’s monsters got to their feet and readied themselves for battle. The wargs headed toward the noise, growling low in their throat. That was when a shadowy black cat appeared next to Erron and rubbed itself against his leg.

      Erron reached down and let the cat rub itself against the palm of his hand. “Speak the devil’s name, and she will appear. Jenath and Agatha must have known we were talking about them. Guys, you can stand down. It’s just our friends. Would you go and open the door for them?”

      Clobber and Tomas headed over to the massive wooden door at the side of the compound and opened it. Jenath and Agatha rode in on their horses.

      “Would you look at that? Sellis made dessert,” Agatha said.
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      As they sat around the fire, Jenath and Agatha gave Erron and Sellis the short version of everything that was going on. Though thoroughly exhausted from the day’s efforts, Erron’s mind started firing on all cylinders. Corvin Garthanon had taken up residence in the Manor House at Harrow, and was officially named Baron of Harrow. According to Jenath, Corvin was already quite unpopular with pretty much everyone who met him.

      Algrim had been a self-obsessed womanizer and trophy hunter, but he at least took his job of leading the people of Harrow seriously. Corvin had shown up and started treating the people around him like playthings immediately.

      “I heard a story from one of the guards that Corvin forced two of the Harrow townsguard to fight each other. To the death,” Jenath said. “I thought it was a lie until I heard the story told by another couple of guardsmen, and too much of the story matched up for it to be a lie.”

      “They hang bounties up to kill bandits for less than that,” Erron said, disgusted at what he was hearing.

      “Yeah well, he’s a fully-fledged Garthanon now,” Agatha said with a shrug. “From what we’ve heard in Daggerspine Keep, it seems old Lord Keleth is keen to shake things up. He’s suddenly decided that things in the Southern Reach could be done better. We didn’t find any evidence of foul play when it came to Algrim’s death, either by physical evidence or by stories told between people. There are lots of suspicions, as is natural with a sudden and shocking death, but there’s no evidence one way or the other.”

      “The problem is that it has emboldened all of the illegitimate sons and daughters of Lord Keleth, and the legitimate sons and daughters are now being scrutinized even more closely by their father,” Jenath said.

      “Honestly, it sounds like there could be a war coming,” Agatha said in an enthusiastic tone that made Erron realize she was a little excited at the prospect.

      “Has there been any talk of monsters? Like the ones supposedly roaming the nights south of the river?” Erron asked.

      Jenath nodded. “Monsters with glowing red eyes have been seen from the river down to the boundaries of the Wildlands. For some reason, they don’t seem to be crossing the river, but they’ve been reported quite far to the east and the west. A few have been captured, and they are definitely undead. Lots of folks are spooked. They’re saying that it’s the beginning of another Blackened Years.”

      “What’s that?” Sellis asked, screwing up her face.

      “The event that started the Blackened Years actually started right here at Hope’s End,” Erron said. “Hundreds of years ago, undead creatures swarmed out of the ravine. You know the one with the rickety bridge over it? They plagued Harrow and all around for hundreds of years until they defeated the threat.”

      Agatha cocked an eyebrow the way she always did when she heard an interesting tidbit of information. “So there’s a curse on this land that causes undead to run amok, and you’re raising monsters by burying dead bodies in the ground? Erron, what aren’t you telling us?”

      Erron sighed. “There are some things I have to play pretty close to the chest. But I can assure you that the threat happening to the south isn’t coming from me. I’m convinced that these undead monsters are coming from Doomwhisper’s Barrow. I think we need to go and investigate it soon.”

      “We’ve already got so much to do. There’s the Festival of the Pumpkin Queen in two months, there’s the crops to be tended,” Jenath said.

      “Plus we need to figure out what we’re going to do about Fendral and the Mage Council,” Sellis added.

      “I know!” Erron shouted, suddenly losing his cool. “Look, I know how many things we need to get ahead of. I know it all too well. But can we just cool it for tonight? You’ve seen my fiends. Have you seen glowing red eyes? No. They don’t attack people unless I tell them to. They’re loyal.”

      Agatha and Sellis shared a wide-eyed look of worry. It took a lot for Erron to raise his voice. Jenath cleared her throat and tried to salvage the moment. “We’ve all had a big few days, I’m sure. Let’s finish our delicious pie, and we can figure out our next move in the coming days.”

      Erron nodded. “I’ll tell you everything. I just... I just need some time.”

      “We’re not going anywhere,” Sellis said and put her hand on Erron’s shoulder.

      Erron finished his pie as quickly as he could and retired to his shack. He added some lavender oil to his pillow before sleep. He couldn’t deal with another visit from Vyrmior. He even commanded Arcoria to just give him a summary in the morning, and she pulsed in acknowledgement.

      When Erron awoke the next morning, he quickly looked through the information from Arcoria. He’d gained quite a bit of experience in Survival, Foraging, Combat and Fiend Forging experience. He hit Level 4 in both Foraging and Survival, which unlocked some new effects.

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Foraging Level 4!

      

        

      
        You’ve unlocked the following effects:

        •	Herb Insight (Rank 1): When holding a foraged herb your arcane core will now display one trait that the herb possesses.

        •	Self Sufficient (Rank 1): Potions, poultices, poisons, food and drink you make using items that you or your fiends have foraged are now 10% stronger.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, you’ve reached Survival Level 4!

      

      

      
        
        You’ve unlocked the following effects:

        •	Wilderness Resilience (Rank 1): When you are in the wilds, you gain a 5% damage resistance from all sources. Healing effects when resting around a campfire are now 5% more effective as well.

        •	Hunter’s Eyes (Rank 2): When you are hunting, you can detect the presence of all animals more easily.

      

      

      Neither Combat nor Fiend Forging leveled up this time, but he had just leveled up both of them recently. It would be some time before he reached another level in either of those skills. But these new effects under Foraging and Survival were welcome.

      He would be able to learn at least one thing about any herb he harvested, and anything he created from ingredients he collected himself would be stronger. The Survival skills were a welcome addition too. The only difference between Ranks 1 and 2 of Hunter’s Eyes was that Rank 2 allowed him to detect the presence of all animals, not just prey animals.

      After Erron dismissed the summary, he got out of bed and outfitted himself for battle. He could already hear the calls from a large animal coming from the direction of his fiend pit. Whatever the moose had come back as was awake, and it was angry.

      Erron collected a whole heap of rope and snare traps that were left over from the previous day’s hunt. His friends joined him as he gathered them together.

      “Is that the moose?” Sellis asked.

      “It sounds like it,” Erron agreed. “Okay, I guess it’s time I showed you how this works. My fiends come out of the ground hostile, and I need to assert dominance for them to fall in line. Weaker ones swear fealty immediately, but the stronger ones? I need to best them in combat. Whatever the moose has become sounds angry.”

      “Wait, you buried a moose?” Jenath asked. Her hawk, Lyra, turned its head toward Erron and scrutinized him with one dark eye.

      “Ah yeah, I guess we didn’t get to that last night,” Erron said. “There’s not just a moose, there are a couple of goblins as well. But I don’t think they’re going to be much of a threat.”

      Erron’s fiends had joined them as he spoke. He gave a couple of snare traps to his revenant Tomas, and he would send Clobber down to do all the hard work. If Erron’s plan was to go the way he wanted, they would simply be able to stand at the top of the pit, restrain the risen fiends, and he could dominate them that way. No risk of damage to anybody.

      As they headed toward the fiend pit, Erron realized that this was going to be a little trickier than he initially envisioned. He saw a dark green shape leaping up the side of the barn. It trailed mossy tendrils after it as it moved, and had the basic body shape of a forest goblin. It looked like the Old Man’s Whiskers moss had worked. It had bonded itself to the risen fiend.

      “I need you all to be on alert,” Erron said. “The moose might still be stuck in the pit, but I think the two goblins monsters are loose. Jenath, can you send Lyra into the sky to try and locate them?”

      “On it,” Jenath said. She then whistled and pointed her finger up into the sky before making a circular motion with her hand. This was her way of commanding her hawk familiar to observe the area from above, and report back on any threats.

      The hawk shrieked as she flew over the barn, but Erron already knew there was one goblin up there. Well, it probably wasn’t a goblin anymore. It was probably some other kind of primal monster that goblins had changed from over the years. He’d learned that most of the monster forms that came out of the ground at Hope’s End were actually throwbacks to primal forms of modern people and creatures.

      Erron pulled up the map of his compound and Arcoria had helpfully marked the location where one threat likely was. There was a big red circle over the barn, and as the hawk flew over the rest of the compound it called out over the fiend pit. Arcoria displayed a big red circle over the pit as well. It was a relief that the moose monster was still stuck in there and not wandering around.

      Agatha made some deliberate motions with her hands, which traced the black smoky lines of an arcane summoning circle in front of her. Her shadow cat, with its black glossy coat, leapt out of the circle and landed in front of Erron.

      “I want you to look for any threats in places where the hawk won’t be able to see it. The dark places where something might be lying in wait,” Agatha said.

      Unlike most cats that Erron had ever met, Agatha’s shadow cat was actually quite adept at following orders. It seemed to take pleasure in performing the duties that its master set for it. In that way, it was actually more like a dog than a cat. But really, it was neither. It was a shadowy demon from beyond the void that simply took the form of a black house cat.

      Agatha’s eyes went blank as her cat slunk away and disappeared. Once she had summoned her shadowy familiar, Agatha could channel her own sight to be able to see through her familiar’s eyes. It wasn’t long before she found the other creature and announced it to the rest of the group.

      “The other one is hiding in the chicken coop,” Agatha said just as her vision cleared. “But maybe not for long, because it just destroyed my familiar.”

      “Then let’s go and get it,” Erron said.

      “I’ll take the one up on the roof,” Sellis said. A moment later the little halfling shapeshifted into a gryphon. It was about the same size as her bramble bear form, but it had the body of a lion, and the head and wings of an eagle. The tail that hung between her new back legs was made of twisted thorny brambles, which invoked the twisted nature of her druidic circle.

      “You can go and retrieve the goblin creature, but whatever you do, don’t kill it. If it’s dead, I can’t subjugate it and add it to my roster of loyal fiends,” Erron said.

      Sellis screeched in acknowledgment and then she leapt into the air. Her massive eagle wings blew up a plume of dust around Erron and the rest of them as she flew high.

      While Sellis dealt with one of the goblin creatures, Erron and Agatha headed over to the chicken coop. Agatha readied a binding spell just in case the creature tried to surprise attack them. She held the arcane circle tenuously in the air, incomplete. Erron cautioned her to be careful. The last monster he had forged from a small humanoid creature had been incredibly delicate. The Grobble could barely take a hit.

      As Erron approached the chicken coop, he heard a screech from Sellis in her gryphon form. He looked back for a moment to see a tiny little arrow sticking out of her chest as she circled around. The attack would have barely even hurt her, but it was the debuff that appeared next to Sellis’ head that he was worried about. The attack had poisoned her. He hadn’t buried the goblins with ampules of poison, so maybe it was just one of their inbuilt traits?

      “Watch out, everyone, it looks like these goblins have a poison attack.” Erron knew that he needed to end this quickly. He pulled the roof off the chicken coop and looked down inside. He expected to see a cowering goblin creature, but saw nothing at all. The hay on the bottom of the coop looked as though it hadn't been disturbed. Then as Erron focused on it, he realized that there was some moss intermingled. Old Man’s Whiskers.

      Erron drew his sword and gently lowered it into the hay. He suddenly heard a high-pitched squeal of panic as something sat up and held its gangly green arms over its face.

      
        
        Level 3 Old Man Forest Imp has offered you its fealty. Do you wish to accept its loyalty, or will you destroy it?

        New fiend insight category unlocked: Imp

      

      

      Old Man Forest Imp? That name had to be because of the moss that covered its entire body. Erron accepted and an information panel appeared. It showed the basic statistics of the creature and asked him to give it a name. It was interesting that the fiend insight category was simply imp and not forest imp, though there were many types of goblins across the Five Kingdoms. Erron dismissed this and would see to it later once the threat of battle was over.

      The newly risen monster, an imp, bore a striking resemblance to the forest goblins Erron was familiar with. Its skin was dark green, and it had large, pointed bat-like ears. What caught Erron's attention, however, were the sharp fangs that filled its toothy mouth, far more menacing than those of an average goblin.

      Yet, it was the creature's horns that caught his attention. Goblins definitely didn’t have horns. Though not exceptionally large, they protruded from the brows and swept back over its head, suggesting a demonic lineage. Erron knew that he would need to keep these imps at the farm, otherwise the people of the Southern Reach would be terrified he was not only a necromancer, but also summoning demons!

      The other unique thing about this imp was that it was almost completely covered in moss across the main parts of its body. Its arms and legs were dark green and free of the silvery-gray moss, but the rest of its body was covered from scalp to thigh.

      Erron spied a little potion belt clasped around its waist that had vials of poison hanging from it. He hadn’t buried the forest goblin with a belt or with poisons, but there it was. Perhaps it was just part of being a forest goblin. It also had a tiny quiver on its back, held by a leather strap across its chest. The quiver was full of wicked-looking arrows that gleamed with green poison on the tips.

      He immediately commanded his new imp to join the ranks of his other risen monsters. It looked up at the massive orc that stood behind Erron and immediately tried to climb the fellow green-skinned monster. Clobber brushed it away as though it was nothing more than an annoyance, and Erron smiled to himself.

      “You might need to work up some trust between yourself and the big man if you want to be able to sit on his shoulder,” Erron said with a chuckle.

      The little imp grunted, but it didn’t try again.

      A few moments later, Sellis landed beside them in her gryphon form. She had another hairy little moss-covered imp clutched in one of her taloned claws. It was screaming and trying to get free, but it was nowhere near strong enough to escape the gryphon’s clutches.

      When Erron approached, the forest imp offered its fealty to him, and naturally, he accepted. Another information panel appeared about this imp, but he would review it later after he also dominated the moose fiend.

      Erron realized as he approached the pit and saw the massive humped back and twisted antlers of the creature poking up over the rim of the fiend pit that he would probably need to expand on this construction as well. If it were any taller, the moose monster could probably just step out of the pit without issue.

      The damage that Clobber had done to this monster before burial had given it a fearsome visage. The rest of its body was covered in dark gray and black fur, but the skull had absolutely no skin on it whatsoever. It looked like something out of a nightmare with cold empty eye sockets. Somehow it could still see, because it swiveled its head right toward Erron.

      Erron would have to make some kind of mask or head dress for this fiend if he ever meant to take it into town. If he showed up on the back of this skull-faced monstrosity, the people of Harrow would likely turn on him in an instant.

      Unlike the imps, which could easily climb the dirt walls of the fiend pit, this creature had no chance. It was stuck down there until Erron and his friends decided to subjugate it or kill it.

      As Erron approached, he kept expecting a warning message to appear like the one that showed up when he approached the primal troll. One that warned him that the monster was too high a level for him to control. However, no such warning appeared.

      Erron approached the side of the fiend pit and addressed the terrifying beast. “You have risen by my hand, to serve as a great and noble steed. Pledge your fealty to me and I will free you from this pit.”

      The moose creature did not seem impressed. It lowered its head and ran at the side of the pit, then connected with a colossal impact. Erron took a few steps back just in time. The attack shook the earth and the section of dirt wall he was just standing on collapsed inwards. This new dirt was enough to allow the moose monster a way out of the fiend pit. It stepped up and out of the pit, then lowered its head to charge at Erron.
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      The moment the monster stepped out of the fiend pit, Erron gave an attack command to every single one of his monsters. He tempered this by not allowing any lethal strikes. The last thing Erron wanted was for his brand new monster to be killed before he could dominate it.

      “The snares, now!” Erron shouted.

      Sellis was still in her gryphon form. She took one of the heavy ropes in her claws and then into the skies again. She used this rope to tangle up the moose monster’s legs while smaller Erron, Jenath and Agatha threw snares at the crooked spires of its formidable antlers. The snares tightened, and Erron was nearly pulled off balance.

      The forest imps shot poisoned arrows at the massive monster, and Clobber stood valiantly against it. However, when the moose lowered its head and went to try and gore the big orc, its antlers couldn’t move in the way that it wanted them to because of the snares. Between all of them and the ropes around its legs, the moose monster stumbled. Clobber delivered a massive overhead smash right into the skinless skull, and Erron desperately hoped that his orc hadn’t just killed the monster outright.

      The beast’s legs went out from under it and Erron thought the worst. However, there was no notification saying that the monster had been destroyed. So Erron approached it and held out his hand. The monster tried to back away, but it didn’t have the strength to follow through. The snares held it in place, and it was almost defeated.

      “There was no need for this, my friend. You have been given another chance at life. I need you, and you need me if you want to continue living. Pledge your fealty to me, and we will be able to do great things together,” Erron said. There was a commanding timbre to his voice that he appreciated.

      The monster whimpered, but Erron felt a connection between them establish. A notification window appeared.

      
        
        Level 9 Ghastly Dreadhoof has offered you its fealty. Do you wish to accept its loyalty, or will you destroy it?

        New fiend insight category unlocked: Dreadhoof.

      

      

      Erron accepted the creature’s fealty, and it was added to his fiend roster. Now he had a grand total of nine fiends under his control, and it was time to figure out what these new fiends could do. But first, Erron wanted to make sure the damage they had suffered throughout this battle didn’t kill them. What use was a fiend if it was dead?

      “Agatha, do you have enough potions on hand to heal my new fiends?”

      Agatha nodded. “Of course.” She pulled out two small red ampules from her potion bag and gave one each to the imps. She pulled a long tube filled with green liquid out of her potion bag. “Sellis, this is for you!”

      Sellis walked over as a gryphon, then shifted back into her halfling form. The poison debuff still hung over her head. “An antidote! Thank you so much, Agatha.” She took the green poison antidote, pulled the cork stopper out with her teeth, then drank it down in two long swallows.

      “I tell you what, I’m really glad both you and Jenath are back. I don’t know if I would have been able to manage that without your help,” Erron said.

      “We’re always getting you out of trouble,” Jenath said with a wry smile.

      Agatha handed another one of these tubes filled with green antidote to Erron, as well as a larger red potion. “Your moose buddy here will want both of these. It looks like it’s taken quite a beating. I do have a question, though. How in the Frozen Hells can this thing see without any eyeballs?”

      Erron shrugged as he took the potions. “I’m honestly not sure how this works aside from I put things into the ground and they come back somehow. I’m not sure how it sees either. But it certainly can.”

      The dreadhoof’s head swung from Erron toward Agatha, and she grimaced. Even though she loved skulls and spooky stuff, this creature gave her chills.

      “Well, at least the eyes aren’t glowing red,” Jenath said.

      “Yeah, that’s very true,” Erron agreed.

      One of the hallmarks of Nekros Doomwhisper’s influence were that his risen zombies had red glowing eyes. Erron hoped that he’d proven that the power he wielded here was different. He’d told them about Doomwhisper’s Barrow, but he hadn’t spilled the beans about who Nekros Doomwhisper truly was. That line of discussion ended in questions that Erron didn’t want to answer just yet.

      The two Old Man Forest Imps had both appeared at Level 3, which was the same level that his revenants were when they clawed their way out of the dirt. He looked over one of the imp’s information sheets, and Arcoria asked him to name the imp at the same time.

      Erron smirked as he decided to name the imps after the Old Man’s Whiskers they had been buried with. He called one Pops, and the other one Gramps. Erron opened Pops’ information sheet and read through it.

      
        
        Level 3 Old Man Forest Imp

        Quality: Common

        Health Points: 30

        Focus: 10

        Strength: 4

        Intelligence: 3

        Constitution: 4

        Charisma: 2

        Dexterity: 10

        Wisdom: 3

        Spells known: none

        Abilities known: Aimed Shot, Hide, Venom Shot

        Attributes:

        •	Forest Camouflage

        •	Nimble

        •	Arboreal

      

      

      
        
        Attributes

        Forest Camouflage

        This fiend was covered in Old Man’s Whiskers moss prior to burial, giving it a distinct advantage when trying to conceal its presence in forested areas.

      

      

      
        
        Nimble

        This fiend has a greater chance to dodge physical attacks and a higher chance of successfully pulling off acrobatic maneuvers.

      

      

      
        
        Arboreal

        This fiend is more at home in the tree than on the ground. While in the trees, it gains a bonus to its accuracy when firing projectiles and attempting to hide from view. It also does not receive a movement speed penalty when moving through the treetops.

      

      

      
        
        Abilities

      

        

      
        Aimed Shot

        Activated Ability

        The fiend’s attack speed is increased for a single shot, but its accuracy and damage are increased based on the length of time it takes to line up the shot.

        This attack can be used as many times as the fiend wishes, and it will restore 2 focus every time it is used.

      

      

      
        
        Hide

        Activated Ability

        Cost: 10 Focus

        The fiend attempts to hide from view. This can be affected by many different factors, such as environment, dexterity scores, how perceptive the enemies are, along with many others.

      

      

      
        
        Venom Shot

        Activated Ability

        Cost: 6 Focus

        The fiend dips the tip of an arrow into a vial of poison before firing it. If the attack connects, the target takes poison damage over the next 30 seconds. The effects of multiple venom shots stack, up to a maximum of 4.

      

      

      It was interesting to Erron that the imp didn’t use mana as a resource like most of his other monsters did. It used a resource called focus, which looked to be generated by one of its abilities, and could then be used by the other abilities.

      Erron then opened Gramps’ information screen and saw the difference between the two. Gramps had all the same abilities and attributes as Pops, but Gramps had a higher health total, a higher constitution score, and a lower dexterity score. It looks as though Erron’s Fiend Focus ability really did work like it said it would, but the difference in stats was not that significant. Perhaps when he achieved higher ranks of it, the change would be more pronounced.

      Erron was happy with the imps, but he was most interested in the dreadhoof, whom he chose to name Ebonhorn.

      

      
        
        Level 9 Ghastly Dreadhoof

        Quality: Rare

        Health Points: 123

        Rage: 30 (Maximum)

        Strength: 24

        Intelligence: 6

        Constitution: 21

        Charisma: 5

        Dexterity: 12

        Wisdom: 8

        Spells known: none

        Abilities known: Ghastly Stomp, Charge, Skewer

      

        

      
        Attributes:

        •	Ghastly Presence

        •	Beast of Burden

        •	Tough Hide

      

      

      
        
        Attributes

      

        

      
        Ghastly Presence

        This fiend’s presence naturally unsettles anyone and anything it comes into contact with. Those with higher wisdom scores may be able to withstand its ghastly presence for longer.

      

      

      
        
        Beast of Burden

        This fiend has a much greater capacity for assisting with tasks that require it to carry or pull heavy loads.

      

      

      
        
        Tough Hide

        This fiend’s tough exterior hide can withstand more physical punishment than most.

      

      

      
        
        Abilities

      

        

      
        Ghastly Stomp

        Activated Ability

        Cost: 15 Rage

        This ability unleashes a ghastly field of terror at the site of a stomp. It causes everyone within the circle’s circumference to flee in terror away from the fiend.

      

      

      
        
        Charge

        Activated Ability

        Cost: 10 Rage

        The fiend charges at an enemy. The enemy must be outside of melee range, and the fiend must have enough space to gain speed. The fiend slams into the enemy and attempts to knock them down.

      

      

      
        
        Skewer

        Activated Ability

        Cost: 15 Rage

        The fiend uses a sharp implement (either a part of their body or a weapon/tool they carry) to attempt to skewer their opponent.

      

      

      It looked like Ebonhorn the dreadhoof would do exactly what Erron had planned it to be able to do. Its strength and constitution scores were off the charts, but he did not like one of the traits that it had risen with. Ghastly Presence would work similar to the Unsettling Presence that his lycan scarecrow had access to. The ability that the lycan scarecrow had felt like a weaker version of the presence that Ebonhorn had. The lycan’s presence simply deterred animals and pests from getting too close to Erron’s crops, but the dreadhoof’s would affect anybody who came into contact with it.

      That was less than optimal, considering that he planned to use Ebonhorn to drag his Farice Wheel into Harrow when the time came. Erron would have to find a way around it, but that was fine. Erron knew that this creature would completely change the way he worked at Hope’s End.

      The problem was that Erron didn’t have all of the tools he needed to best utilize this brand new monster. Firstly, Ebonhorn was far too large to fit in the barn that Erron had constructed. The dimensions of its antlers were almost too large to fit through the gates of the compound. Not only did Erron not have the necessary tools he needed to use this new fiend to its greatest potential, but he also needed to make a place for it to remain safe after dark.

      Erron felt the loss of his two revenants quite sharply when he realized that his construction crew was now down two members. The forest imps had their uses, but they were far too small and their strength scores far too low for them to contribute in any meaningful way to construction. Erron decided to add them into one monster group, along with the two fleshwargs, and sent them all off to explore areas of the forests that Erron himself hadn’t explored yet.

      He sent the hounds along with the freshly risen imps to make sure that they stayed in line. The presence of higher level monsters would encourage the new ones to stay in line. Erron gave them a secondary objective as well. If they found any monsters in the woods, they were to kill them, with a focus on allowing these two new imps to get killing blows.

      This would add to the quest that Erron had from the Night Matron to kill fifty monsters and have at least unique fiends land killing blows. Once Pops and Gramps got their own kills, that would give eight of the ten unique fiends landing killing blows to unlock a bonus reward.

      Erron quickly brought up the overarching request he had received from the Night Matron to check its progress before starting construction on a dedicated stall for the dreadhoof.

      
        
        Quest: Forging For Beginners

      

        

      
        Forge 3 specialist fiends:

        •	A soldier who can inflict bleed effects on enemies

        •	A worker capable of splitting stones without the need for tools

        •	A work animal strong enough to pull a wooden cart

      

        

      
        Reward: A Treatise on Monster Forms - This book will provide an in-depth education into the variety of forms a monster may take, and what those forms are capable of. +3 to your Domination Cap.

      

      

      At least one of the entries was marked off, but now Erron felt as though he should finish the other two as soon as possible as well. The extra fiend forging slots would come in handy, especially now that he was down to a single revenant on the farm.

      Erron noted when reading through this quest dialogue again that the quest did not actually require him to dominate the fiends he forged, only that he needed to forge them. Just like his Fiendish Insight skill, which gave him insight into specific kinds of fields when they were forged, he didn’t actually need to dominate them and add them to his roster. There was one thing that Erron needed to be able to complete that quest, though, and that was more resources that he could use to build new monsters, and that meant bodies.

      Maybe he would need to employ the services of his old friends to go and do some mercenary work for him. Sellis had already offered. He needed more bodies to bring back as revenants, there was just no way around that. There would be more work to do around the farm in the coming days than Erron would be able to handle alone.

      After the excitement of the morning, Agatha returned to her chambers to continue working on some new charms that she theorized would make things a little better around here on the farm. Agatha was never the kind of person to throw herself into manual labor, so Erron was happy for her to focus on other pursuits. She would probably do more harm than good if she picked up a scythe or a watering can. He did request her to make some more healing potions and some poison antidotes, though. It seemed like those would probably be pretty good to have on hand.

      Erron also wanted to see what effects burying potions with monsters would have when they resurrected. Now that he had seen the effects of the Old Man’s Whiskers moss on the imps, Erron wanted to see if there was a way to directly influence a fiend’s stats and abilities through herbs and other natural resources. The book he had read in Mazurak Harkin’s tower seemed to indicate that a powerful potion could have a significant impact on a fiend when it was forged.

      Jenath, Sellis, Clobber, and Tomas all worked with Erron to build a massive stall that was large enough for the dreadhoof to sleep in. They built this right in the corner of the compound, far enough away from everything else so that the ghastly presence attribute wouldn’t affect any of the other creatures inside the compound. The last thing Erron wanted was for the chickens that he planned on buying from Old Man Matako to be too terrified to lay eggs.

      Once the structure was erected, Erron asked Ebonhorn to head inside, just to make sure that there was definitely enough room. The dreadhoof walked inside and had enough room to turn around. They had left the upper sides of the structure open so that Ebonhorn could move around without its horns getting stuck.

      The next project Erron tackled was a little more difficult to figure out. Arcoria didn’t have access to any blueprints or schematics for what Erron wanted to create, so he had to freestyle it. He wanted a plow that he could hook onto Ebonhorn so he could use the massive beast to plow multiple fields at a time. The problem was that he didn’t have any specialized plow blades here at Hope’s End. But he did have lots of swords that they had recovered from the fort after the Jackals were all destroyed.

      Over the course of a couple of hours, Erron cobbled together a makeshift plow. He looked through the collection of swords, examining each of them for suitable blades that would hold up to the punishment they were about to receive. Once he had found half a dozen of these, he looked for some sturdy lumber that he could use to create a frame for the plow.

      Erron found some long, thick beams that he knew would do the trick, as well as some longer ones that would form the arms of the plow. He whittled these down into the shapes that he needed them to be, and he then carved notches into the frames for where the handles and the blades of the swords would sit for stability. Erron then used the other swords and carved similar areas and notches for the top of the swords to slot into, and then he used woven rope to tie everything together.

      It looked very much like other plows that Erron had seen other farmers use, but it would probably fall apart in the next couple of weeks. This was no master farmer’s tool. That was fine, though, because as long as the design worked, he could then commission all of the actual bits and pieces he needed from Edric Stormhammer to make a real plow.

      Eventually, Erron would commission a specialist leather harness to place on Ebonhorn, but for now, a series of triple-thickness woven rope would have to do. The plow itself was so heavy that Erron needed both Tomas and Clobber to carry it out into the fields before he put the rope harness around the dreadhoof.

      The blades sank into the soil as Ebonhorn dragged the plow behind. The blades cut through the soil with surprising ease, and Erron was pleased at how remarkably well the makeshift plow was working. A sense of pride swelled within Erron’s chest. He hadn’t needed Arcoria to make this. He’d figured it out all by himself, and it was about to change everything here at Hope’s End. He hoped he’d gain a little more construction or crafting experience for all the work he’d done that day.

      Jenath and Agatha had picked up a whole host of full seeds for Erron from Daggerspine Keep, which he and his monsters got to planting.

      There were still two and a half months left to go in the season, which was plenty of time to focus on growing enough crops to make the money he’d need to survive the winter. There was a whole assortment of different seeds available to Erron thanks to his friends. They had brought back wheat, eggplant, cranberry, beet, artichoke, yam, grape, and more pumpkin seeds.

      As Erron went through all of these different seeds, Arcoria displayed some information for the ones that she held information about. There were growth times, watering times, and for some of them, it even displayed an indication of what kind of price they might sell for: High, Medium, and Low.

      The Festival of the Pumpkin Queen was going to be happening in about two months, so Erron thought it would make sense to start growing some more pumpkins. No matter where you were in the Five Kingdoms, roasted pumpkins, pumpkin scones, and pumpkin pie were all very popular treats.

      Pumpkins took two weeks to mature from planting, and only needed to be watered once every four days. They did need a large area, though, as pumpkin vines tended to be wide-ranging and grow in unruly patterns.

      As Erron planted pumpkin seeds across one field, he used a series of wooden stakes as markers to show where the pumpkin patch would be. He was originally going to ask his revenant Tomas to do the watering for him, but Sellis decided that she wanted to do it this time around. Erron was more than happy for her to pitch in and help out with this aspect of life at Hope's End as well. Halflings as a general rule loved things that grew and good, tilled earth, and Sellis was no exception. She had a knack for this sort of work, not just killing people for money.

      By the end of the day, Erron, his monsters, and his friends had planted many patches of crops, and used up the majority of the seeds that Jenath and Agatha had brought back from Daggerspine Keep.

      Erron opened his interface and went to the calendar section. He asked Arcoria to populate the calendar with the days that all of his crops would be ready for harvesting. That way, he didn’t actually need to keep a manual track of this himself. He could just harvest them when it was necessary. Not only did Arcoria do this, but she also automatically highlighted the specific patch that contained that crop when Erron looked at each calendar entry.

      He also commanded Arcoria to send him a reminder for the crops that had atypical watering cycles. For example, if they didn’t need to be watered every day, Erron wanted to be reminded of this to make sure that he didn’t flood any of his crops.

      Each of the different crops came with a little bit of information, which Erron studied. He first looked at the pumpkin patch he already had growing and looked through the information displayed there.

      
        
        Pumpkin

        A large, round fruit with a thick, ribbed orange rind. It is commonly associated with the fall season and is often used for decorations, cooking, and carving around the Festival of the Pumpkin Queen. Subtly sweet, with a mild earthy flavor. It has a tender and slightly fibrous texture, and becomes soft and creamy when cooked.

        Growth Time: 14 days to maturity

        Watering: Every 4 days

        Harvesting: Cut pumpkins from the vines with a sharp tool

      

      

      Then he moved onto the newly planted wheat field, which he planned on keeping most of. He would sell some of it, of course, but he wanted to make sure that Sellis had enough supplies to continue to provide him with delicious baked goods.

      
        
        Wheat

        A versatile cereal grain commonly cultivated for its edible seeds. It is a staple crop used in various culinary applications, including making flour for bread, pasta, pastries, and other baked goods. Its nutritional value and ease of cultivation have made wheat a vital component of diets across the Five Kingdoms.

        Growth Time: 7 days to maturity

        Watering: Every 2 days

        Harvesting: Use a scythe to gather bundles of wheat

      

      

      Erron looked upon his land and sighed a pleasant but exhausted sigh. It was beginning to feel like he was finally making some progress.
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      Emboldened by his success at making his very own plow, over the next few days, Erron set out to make something even more ambitious. The one cart that he had here at the Hope’s End compound was far too small to be carried along by the dreadhoof. There was still much lumber to be harvested from the forest, and lots of stone that would need to be collected as well if Erron was to strengthen the compound in the way that he wanted.

      Erron began trying to make his very own wagon that would be large enough to suit his purposes. He could tell that the dreadhoof was getting a little bit bored of just standing around and not doing anything, so he commanded it to work with Clobber and Tomas to drag more chopped trees back to the farmstead. This kept the dreadhoof busy enough for a little while as Erron tried to work on a cart that would make it even more efficient.

      He also utilized the enormous fiend to start pulling stumps of trees out of the ground in the section of the forest they had cleared. Clobber and Tomas then chopped these stumps into firewood, which meant they didn’t need to sacrifice the useful wood they’d need for construction.

      The imps had taken to life as loyal fiends quite well. Their first foray into the forest with the fleshwargs had resulted in getting their own kills, and adding a total of nine new monster kills to the total, bringing the total up to thirty-two monsters, with eight unique fiends landing killing blows.

      They were now accompanying Jenath and Lyra when they went on their hunting trips into the forest. They were excellent at hiding from view and launching a surprise attack when Jenath flushed a prey animal right in their direction. Both of the imps leveled up to Level 5 over the next few days, and Erron was presented with an interesting choice of attributes to give them.

      
        
        Deadly Poison

        Passive Ability

        Cost: All Poison Skills now cost 10% more Focus

        Any poison-infused attack by this fiend becomes deadlier, causing more damage over time and extending the duration of the poison effect on its targets.

      

      

      
        
        Death From Above

        Passive Ability

        When the fiend gains a higher ground advantage, its ranged attacks become more devastating, dealing 10% increased damage and gaining a 10% higher chance to hit their targets. All attacks made from elevated positions generate an additional 1 Focus for the fiend.

      

      

      
        
        Ensnaring Shot

        Activated Ability

        Cost: 10 Focus

        The fiend fires a specialized arrow with a net attached, entangling its target upon impact. This attack reduces the target's movement speed for a short duration and may make enemies more exposed to further attacks.

      

      

      Erron wasn’t sure which of these abilities he wanted to select for Pops and Gramps. Every single one of them was a good choice, and it all depended on what he planned on utilizing them for. Deadlier poisons would make the fiends more dangerous, as would the bonus from attacking from higher ground. The extra focus points meant more activated abilities as well as the damage boost. Ensnaring Shot would make it that much easier to control enemies that advanced on Hope’s End.

      There were no bad choices, which made it all the harder. However, Erron decided that he would choose Ensnaring Shot for Pops, and Death From Above for Gramps. A higher dexterity score meant that Pops accumulated focus points more quickly, so choosing Death From Above for Gramps would hopefully put them both on a more even playing field.

      It was interesting to see what impact the different constitution and dexterity scores had on their overall stat growth as well. Gramps now had more health points, but fewer focus points than Pops. It looked like dexterity impacted the amount of focus points an imp could amass, and constitution affected their health.

      The amount of alchemical ingredients and useful medicinal herbs they had gathered was reaching critical mass. It was definitely time to head into Harrow to sell some of these to Hazel Wormwood, but Erron felt an increasing sense of unease about going back to the town. From what his friends had said, Corvin Garthanon was making things undeniably worse.

      Erron wanted to go into Harrow himself to speak with Edric Stormhammer about some things he needed, and he wouldn’t let something like a change in management stop him from being able to go into town. There were things that Erron simply could not make himself, and would need to outsource. He needed nails, hinges, and most importantly, wheels for the new wagon he was making.

      Jenath was almost going to stay behind at Hope’s End, but Erron assured her that the farm would be fine. With his fiends watching over the place, nothing too bad would happen.

      But it wasn’t the farm that Jenath was worried about. “Agatha has been in her room doing who knows what for days now. I know she’s working on some kind of new charm, but the sounds I hear coming out of that room… I’m not sure if it’s her, or something she’s summoning. I couldn’t sleep last night after I heard something that sounded like a demon chanting in the black tongue. I think you need to take her to Harrow with you, Erron.”

      “Let me go and have a chat with her,” Erron said.

      He headed to Agatha’s quarters, and her door was closed with a sign hung on the front. It said Witch at Work, Do NOT Disturb!

      “What if I’m already disturbed?” Erron called out with a smirk.

      “Then that would make two of us. Go away, please!” Agatha called from inside her room.

      “Jenath is worried about you. I’m about to head into Harrow to sell lots of the stuff Sellis has gathered. I was hoping you’d come to broker some decent prices for your potions. I don’t know what they’re worth.”

      Agatha’s door swung open, and her appearance made Erron want to take a step backwards. Her eyes were sunken and bloodshot, surrounded by circles that indicated days without sleep. The room beyond, while always a little frantic and chaotic, was now pure chaos. Her normally tamed hair stuck out from her head in unruly waves. She actually winced at the light coming in from outside her door.

      “Give me a few minutes to freshen up,” she said.

      Erron tried to peer around her door to see what was going on in there, but she slammed the door shut as she disappeared behind it. “No! Not yet! It’s not ready for you yet!”

      “What are you making in there, Agatha?”

      She didn’t respond, but the clattering sounds that came from within her door at least meant that she was getting ready to come with Erron.

      There were quite a few things on their shopping list while they were in town. Sellis wanted a number of things so she could set up a fully-fledged kitchen out here at Hope’s End. She had taken responsibility for the cooking duties for everybody and now regularly prepared a sumptuous feast for Erron, his friends, and the monsters.

      Sellis complained that Erron didn’t know how to season meals properly. Besides, she would be able to use the ingredients she had gathered in her travels to make some meals, which would bolster Erron and his monsters in their daily tasks.

      Cooking had never really been something that Erron took much pleasure in, so he was more than happy for his friend to take this over. He did, however, decide to ask her questions and listen when she talked about making meals that would help strengthen them. Once his friends inevitably left Hope’s End, Erron would need to handle all of the cooking himself. He idly wondered whether he would be able to bury a monster with a cookbook and impart the ability for it to be able to assist Sellis in the kitchen.

      Maybe he could train up his own monster chef to prepare meals for him here at the farm. That was something to worry about down the track, when they didn’t have pressing matters that needed to be attended to.

      Agatha appeared wearing a massive cloak that covered her from head to toe. She peered out at the sun from under the large hood and made a noise that sounded like a hiss.

      “Oh, stop being dramatic,” Jenath said. “You need some sun.”

      “Thank you, Mother,” Agatha said in a snide voice, but she did not remove her hood.

      Erron set a specific set of tasks for his fiends while they were in town. He wanted Clobber and Tomas to start expanding the farmhouse. Erron wanted a second room, so he could bathe in peace and privacy. Erron placed the schematic for this room before they left. He confirmed with Arcoria that she would be able to continue displaying this schematic for his monsters while Erron was gone, and she pulsed in confirmation of this.

      Sellis had bags full of useful things she’d harvested from the forest. Agatha needed help loading up all of the healing potions she’d made in between whatever else she was doing in her quarters. They were sitting on a possible fortune here.

      When they all arrived at Harrow, Erron could already feel a change in the atmosphere of the town. The guards were always quite grim and dour, even when they became friendlier with Erron, but there were a whole bunch of new faces that Erron didn’t recognize amongst the townsguard now. It looked like Corvin had brought many of his own men and placed them into the townsguard.

      If these loyal men were the kind of people that would follow someone that burned an entire village full of men, women, and children, it was no wonder that the town no longer felt safe. The vibe was off as soon as they pulled up toward the gates into Harrow. They were open, but the number of gruff guards waiting to intercept them was intimidating.

      Erron was suddenly very happy that he had all of his friends with him. They all had his back, and if they had to throw down, they’d get amongst it. This wouldn’t be the first time they’d had to fight off an entire townsguard, though last time that happened, they did have to flee the vicinity for quite some time.

      Jenath could disappear from view whenever she wanted, part and parcel of being a wood elf. She could use the eyes of her hawk to spy on things that were happening in the town thanks to the bond between them. She would always have Erron’s back, and he knew he could rely on her to protect him if danger reared its ugly head.

      Sellis was arguably even more dangerous. Her wildshape let her assume the form of any animal spirit that she had bonded to. People assumed that a druid could just become whatever animal they wanted to, but that wasn’t the case. They had to bond a particular animal spirit in order to assume the form.

      It was true that her favorite form was the bramble bear, but she could also assume the form of a rat when she needed to. It still had the telltale thorny tail that all of her animal forms had, but at first glance, Sellis would just look like a rat with a knotty, messed-up tail. She would escape scrutiny if she was only seen temporarily, and she was very good at hiding in her rat form.

      One of the guards at the Harrow gates stepped in front of Erron’s horses as he approached. “Who are you, then? And what have you got in the cart?”

      Erron went to open his mouth to speak, but the guard standing next to the other spoke for him. “That’s Erron Vangian. He’s the landholder of Hope’s End. How’s it going, Erron?”

      Erron recognized the face of the guard. He was one of the nice ones. Old enough to be Erron’s father, and had a gentle way of interacting with everyone. Erron could recall the face, but not the name. Thankfully, Arcoria filled in those gaps and displayed some information about who he was. Edward Rankine, male, mid-thirties, but not much more than that.

      “It’s going quite well, Edward! I’ve had a few surprise visitors show up. Friends from the Northern Kingdoms. This is Jenath, Sellis, and Agatha. They’ve been coming to Harrow a bit for me while I’ve been busy out on the farm. There’s always lots of work to do. We’re about to see Hazel, and I was hoping to catch up with Edric about something I’m working on for the festival.”

      “Oh, lovely! My kids are so excited for the festival. I like the food, but they love the traveling performers that come from all over to tumble and breathe fire,” the guard said.

      The other guard, the suspicious one that Erron figured was one of Corvin’s men, walked around Erron’s cart. Arcoria didn’t have any information on him. He inspected the bags containing Sellis’s natural medicine resources, and looked through the wooden boxes they had stacked in the back that contained at least four dozen healing potions. The guard lifted a couple of the boxes as well to make sure that there was nothing hidden underneath, and no contraband. He found nothing aside from what Erron said they had. It was almost like he was disappointed he couldn’t catch Erron out in a lie.

      “Very well, in you go. Baron Corvin is indisposed at the moment, I’m afraid. But if you go and see his steward, I’m sure he’ll be able to fix you up,” Corvin’s man said.

      “Thank you very much,” Erron said, though he was a little relieved that Corvin wasn’t there. Part of Erron really wanted to meet the guy, but also his reputation preceded him. Erron had spent the majority of his life hunting down thugs like Corvin to bring them to justice, but now Corvin was the justice in these lands.

      “What’s the Baron up to?” Jenath asked.

      Corvin’s man scowled at Jenath. “The Baron’s business is his own. You best not be prying into matters that don't concern you,” he retorted, his voice tinged with a hint of menace.

      Jenath sighed. “I was asking to see if there was anything that we could help with. You obviously don't know who we are, so I figured it was time to provide you with an education. You are looking at three of the most celebrated members of The Exiles. You know what that is, right? The mercenary group from the Northern Kingdoms? Well, there are four of us if you count Erron, even though he's down here playing at being a farmer. Between the four of us, we have slain hundreds of bandits and made more bones and crowns than you would make in ten years as a guard.” Lyra, the hawk on Jenath's shoulder, screeched to punctuate the importance of what had just been said.

      The suspicious guard suddenly looked between all four of them in a new light. His eyes went wide, and he started to notice the weapons that they wore. When his eyes landed on Agatha with her black robes and pointed witch’s hat, he was even quicker to move them along.

      Jenath gave Erron a self-satisfied smile as they were ushered into Harrow. Erron couldn’t do anything but shake his head. He didn’t like that she was throwing around the name of The Exiles here. If word got out, it would spread, and it would be even easier for Fendral and the Mage Council of Lutheron Lake to find him.

      Erron directed the horses through the streets of Harrow, and it felt almost like a completely different place. There were more guards than ever, and far fewer people on the street. Erron could almost taste the fear in the air, and he was terrified of what these newcomers had done to the town that had started to feel like home for him.

      They pulled into the Manor House stables and hitched their two horses up inside. Swiftwind lowered his muzzle for a drink, whereas Jenath’s horse Palestar instead went over to the trough filled with hay. He was hungry.

      “I’m going to go into rat form and see what I can figure out while you lot do what needs to be done,” Sellis said. She shifted into an even smaller form, a brown rat, and disappeared into the darkness.

      “Trust Sellis to leave us to do all the heavy lifting,” Jenath said with a smirk. “Lyra, I want you to take to the air. Look around, see what you can find, then report back in a few hours. Don’t act as smart as you actually are, and try not to be seen. We don’t want you to get shot down by archers.”

      Lyra snapped her beak in acknowledgement, then flew out of the stable door like a blur. Damn that hawk was fast.

      “We need to see Hazel,” Erron said as he took two of the bags out of the back of the cart. “Do you both want to come with me?”

      “I need to speak to Hazel alone,” Agatha said. “I’ll help carry things over there, but you need to give me some time with her.”

      “What’s going on with you?” Erron asked. “You’ve been strange these past few days. Keeping to yourself, and now you want to keep secrets from us?”

      “Oh, like I’m the only one keeping secrets,” Agatha said with a humorless laugh.

      Erron suddenly felt a chill run through him. What had Agatha deduced? Jenath shot a questioning look at both of them, but decided to try to defuse the situation rather than ignite it.

      “Whatever’s happening, we’re all on the same side, right?” Jenath asked.

      “I hope we are,” Agatha said ominously.

      “Of course we are,” Erron replied. “I don’t know what you think you know, but I can almost guarantee you’re wrong about it.”

      Agatha made a little hmph noise before grabbing one wooden box from the back of the cart filled with healing potion. “I hope I’m wrong too, and you know how much I like being right.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Inside Hazel’s apothecary, the air was thick with the small of various dried herbs, flowers, and whatever Hazel had brewing in her cauldron. She turned and saw Erron and Agatha coming inside, their arms laden with goods. Her face lit up as she brushed the strand of hair braided with living vines over her shoulder. “I see you come bearing gifts! Oh, I’m a lucky girl.”

      “Hello, Hazel, we've been pretty busy. There are another couple of bags out there and the stables absolutely full of things that you might be interested in,” Erron said.

      “Oh my, such a bountiful harvest. You didn't collect all of this yourself, did you?” Hazel asked.

      “Not entirely. My friend Sellis is a druid and she spends most of her days in the forest. We use a lot of what she finds, but all of the extra bits and pieces, we figured we’d bring in here to see if you’d be interested in purchasing it.”

      Erron placed the bags down onto the floor, and Hazel immediately opened the closest one. Her eyes went wide, and she made a noise of surprise and pleasure when she saw what was inside. “Wolfsbane! Oh, I have been running low on this. Very useful in basic healing remedies, but even better right now. As we approach the Festival of the Pumpkin Queen, the disease of lycanthropy seems to spread much more easily. Spontaneous transformations are even harder to stop, so those afflicted by the disease tend to want stronger potions. You have to travel even more carefully on the roads after dark.”

      “That stuff grows everywhere right near my farm. We've got plenty of it. Are you in the market for some?”

      “Oh yes, I'll buy your wolfsbane. And you found some interesting mushrooms as well? Heartwoods, glowcaps, venomorels, and even a few death caps. I'm quite glad that none of you attempted to eat one of these,” Hazel said as she held up one of the death cap mushrooms. “You'd be dead in an hour.”

      “We know better than to eat random mushrooms without knowing exactly what they are,” Erron said. He had a secret weapon, though. He could hold a mushroom and Arcoria could tell him whether it was toxic as long as she had access to the information.

      “Good! I figured both of you weren’t just pretty faces,” Hazel said with a wink.

      “Can I ask, why is lycanthropy more common now?”

      “Oh, it's because of the ley line that runs right through Harrow all the way down into the Wildlands,” Hazel said as though this was common knowledge.

      Erron looked over at Agatha to see what her reaction was. She had only mentioned these arcane ley lines to Erron a few days earlier. Agatha still wore the hood of her cloak over her head, and the comment from Hazel barely even registered. That told Erron everything he needed to know. Sometime in the last week, Agatha had figured out that there was a ley line, and she hadn't told Erron about it.

      Erron decided to play dumb.  Fendral always told him that if you acted like you didn't know anything about a topic and asked someone who was an expert, they would be more than happy to blabber on about it at length.

      “What's a ley line?” Erron asked.

      “It's like a concentrated path of magic. You can’t see it, but it’s there, and it has a big impact on the world around it. Everything that exists on the ley line is more susceptible to the influence of magic, and strange things generally occur more regularly along that line. Your farm is sitting right on top of the line, and I'm pretty sure that's why a lot of people think it's cursed. Unfortunately, the line that goes right through the Daggerspine Mountains and down into the Wildlands is aligned to shadow magic, which everybody is absolutely petrified of.”

      Again, Erron looked over to Agatha. And again, she didn't react at all. So somehow Agatha had figured out that there was a ley line that headed under Erron's farm, and she’d figured out that it was attuned to shadow magic. Did that have anything to do with what Agatha seemed to be angry at Erron about?

      Erron sighed. “Okay, I'm going to clear the air here. Agatha, what aren't you telling me? I can tell you already knew about the ley line and the elemental attunement.”

      “Do you really want me to do this here in front of Hazel?” Agatha asked.

      “I don't know how I feel about you doing anything in here if it's going to cause a fight between you two. Perhaps I can interest you in some tea? That always helps de-escalate a situation, I've found,” Hazel said.

      “Some tea would be lovely,” Erron said, but Agatha said no more.

      They sat, tea was brewed and poured, and Agatha looked out from underneath her hood at Erron like a hawk watching a field mouse scurrying around the earth far below.

      Agatha took a sip of the blisteringly hot brew, but gave no hint of discomfort. “I just cannot believe that you’ve kept this from me all these years.”

      Erron was confused. There was literally nothing he had kept from her, at least not consciously. “I honestly don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve not kept a thing from you, Sellis or Jenath. What do you mean?”

      “I’ve been watching you at the farm. You know I have a sense for magical influence. You and your entire farm, and all of those monsters you have under your command… I can almost taste the shadow magic, it’s so thick. I cannot believe that you would study necromancy without involving me!”

      Erron laughed, his eyes going wide. “Studying necromancy? Agatha, I can promise you, I’ve done nothing of the sort, I-” Erron took a deep breath and looked from Hazel to Agatha and back. “Hazel, can I trust you?”

      “As much as you can trust anyone,” she said with a shrug. “But I don’t let just anyone stay for tea. I’d like to think we are friends.”

      Erron took a deep breath and tried to find the best way to begin. “The curse of Hope’s End? It’s real. But it’s not what people think it is. I… Even I am still trying to unravel what it is. But here’s what I know.” Erron then launched into an explanation of what happened on that first night at Hope’s End, of how assassins tried to kill him, and how he’d buried them. Then, they came back, and these new monsters had sworn fealty to him.

      Hazel just nodded along, as though she knew some of this already somehow. If any of it surprised her, she gave no hint of it. Still, Erron wanted to keep the part about Vyrmior, the Night Matron, and Mazurak Harkin to himself.

      “I don’t know why it happens, but now that Hazel has confirmed the existence of the shadowy ley line running under the farm, it explains a lot,” Erron said. “I've never had any kind of talent with magic before, but if I'm being totally honest, I never even thought about messing around with shadow magic. It's entirely possible that I have had an affinity for it but have never had the opportunity to explore that before. Plus, the arcane core stuck in my hand gives me a layer of insight into almost everything else, making the power a lot easier to use. It did come naturally to me after the power manifested.”

      Agatha nodded as Erron explained this. It seemed like some of the hostility she held within her was starting to dissipate. This morning, Erron felt like Agatha was almost ready to cast a hex or curse upon him, and he hoped that feeling had passed.

      “If what you are saying is true,” Agatha said, “then you don't just have an affinity for shadow magic. You are a savant. Even if you buried those bodies and raised them as zombies, that would be an incredibly advanced thing for someone to do without any kind of training. But you go one step further. You don’t bring them back as undead monsters, you bring them back as living monsters. Obedient monsters.”

      Erron shrugged. “Maybe it's because of the influence of the ley line? I don't have any explanation, I'm sorry. I do have one question for you, though, Hazel. Do you have any kind of maps drawn that show exactly where this ley line travels?”

      “Oh yes. Let me get it.” A few moments later, Hazel returned with a scroll that had a map of the entire Five Kingdoms on it. There was a concentration of magic right in the center of the Five Kingdoms, and this was a place of many battles throughout history. It became the capital city of the Five Kingdoms, where the High King forged his throne after the death of the last dragon, Kaonix. The ley lines spread out from this central magical nexus in six different directions. The line that spread down through the Daggerspine Mountains, through Harrow and Hope’s End and further down to the Wildlands was drawn in purple ink.

      Every single ley line was color-coded to the element that was associated with it. The one aligned with light magic was gleaming gold, and moved in the opposite direction of shadow, directly north. Fire was a red line that opposed blue water, and brown earth opposed pale blue air. It was like these ley lines remained in balance. Smaller offshoots of magical energy branched off from the main ley lines like veins, and these were simply painted white, showing that they had no elemental affinity.

      Erron commanded Arcoria to map the current ley line map over the map he already had of the Five Kingdoms. He then opened it up in his interface. He queried the location of Doomwhisper’s Barrow to confirm a feeling that he had. The barrow was also built directly on this shadow magic ley line.

      “So here’s my concern,” Erron said, about to lay it all on the line to Agatha and Hazel. “Hazel, you know about the zombie attacks happening to the south?”

      “Yes,” she said as she sipped some tea. “I’ve got friends who hunt for voidbloom down there for me. Two of them never came back.”

      “Voidbloom?” Agatha asked, almost spitting out her tea. “Real, actual voidbloom?”

      Hazel nodded with a knowing smile on her face.

      “Hold up, what’s voidbloom?” Erron asked.

      “I need it,” Agatha said. “Do you have any right now?”

      Hazel shook her head.

      “What is voidbloom?” Erron asked, getting a little impatient.

      “It only grows along this ley line,” Hazel said. “But in places where lots of magic has been drawn from the ley line itself. Something about siphoning off magic makes it grow. There’s a crypt to the south where it supposedly grows in greater abundance.”

      “Doomwhisper’s Barrow?” Erron asked, putting two and two together.

      “That’s right,” Hazel said.

      “Why is this flower important?”

      Agatha shot a withering look at Erron, like he should know this. “If you brew it into a potion, it is incredibly powerful. Drinking a voidbloom mana potion gives you clarity of mind, sharpens your focus, and heightens your magical attunement in all the schools you are already attuned to. It enhances spellcraft and spellcasting by a significant degree. The bonds I can forge under the influence of voidbloom would make my charms ten times as powerful. The thing I’ve been working on… it’s not exactly a charm. It’s a shield. Because the whole time I’ve been at Hope’s End, I’ve been feeling some powerful force reaching up for you, Erron. It’s reaching out and trying to take you into its embrace. I just can’t figure out how to do it right. Voidbloom would let me figure it out, though, I promise.”

      The room got very quiet when Agatha stopped talking. Then she took a breath before she spoke again. “I already lost you once when you left us. I won’t let something pull you away from us again. We’re a team. All four of us.”

      Erron exhaled. He knew that what he’d done had hurt his friends, but he didn’t realize the depth of it. “You are right, Agatha. I’m sorry. I feel the pull of the magic as well.” Erron said magic, but he thought about Vyrmior, the Night Matron. “What would this shield do?”

      “It’s meant to limit the flow of magic so it can only travel in one direction. It’s supposed to make it so that you can keep drawing on the magic from the ley line, but it can’t suck magic back through you,” Agatha said. “That’s what your soul is, you know? It’s just magic. The magic that makes you who you are. Ancient dragons used to drink souls like Sellis drinks honey mead.”

      This was exactly what Erron needed. If this worked, it could possibly stop the Night Matron from trying to possess his body while also allowing him to continue using her power. He might be able to stop her influence from corrupting him!

      “Then let me help you with this. What do we need to do to figure this out?” Erron asked.

      “If you manage to make something like that, it’ll be a magical breakthrough the likes of which the Five Kingdoms has never seen,” Hazel said. “Unfortunately, like I said, I don’t have any voidbloom in stock. A single flower can sell for two hundred crowns once I process it. But everyone who usually hunted them down for me has gone missing. I think it’s because of the zombies down south.”

      “I think I know the missing piece of the puzzle,” Erron said. “There is something that you should all know. How much do you all know about Doomwhisper’s Barrow?”

      “It's always had a similar reputation to Hope’s End,” Hazel said. “It's meant to be cursed. The stone door at the front of those ruins was sealed long ago, but voidbloom has grown there on and off for a very long time.”

      “That barrow is the crypt of an ancient necromancer. Nekros Doomwhisper. I read about him in an old history text that I found buried in the bookshelves at Brella’s shop,” Erron lied. “I figured it would be good to read up on the history of Harrow, including the myths and legends. There's usually a nugget of truth hidden right in the middle of those old stories. The legend said that zombies that were empowered by Nekros Doomwhisper had glowing red eyes, just like all of the reports I've heard so far of what's happening to the south of the river.”

      “That crypt has been silent for generations,” Hazel said. “I wonder what has changed things.”

      “I think I may be responsible, though I certainly didn't intend it. Maybe when the magic of the ley line started flowing into me, it interrupted something. Maybe magic wasn't flowing into the crypt like it had been, and that change had some effect. If you follow that ley line on the map and overlay it with the location of the crypt, you'll see that they intersect. It's almost like the crypt was built on top of it.”

      Hazel took a closer look at the map scroll and then took a deep breath. “You're right. My standing offer to buy voidbloom is there for you and your friends as well. I will purchase any you bring back at one hundred crowns a flower. Agatha, I'll even show you how to prepare it properly if that'll help with what you're trying to do.”

      “That would be wonderful, thank you.”

      Once they finished their tea, they finalized the sale of everything else they had brought back to Harrow. Agatha bristled when Hazel said that she wasn't in the market for the kinds of healing potions that she had, but that they might be able to sell them to the Baron. Normally, Algrim would have purchased them for his guards without a second thought, but Hazel wasn't sure if Corvin would do the same.

      Erron said that they were going to head off and see Anton the steward anyway, and hopefully, he would be able to let them know. Hazel gave them a bulk price for the six packs full of herbs and other resources that they had gathered from the forest. There were a lot of highly sought-after resources that Sellis had managed to get her hands on, but the sheer volume of resources they had sold to Hazel made her revisit her initial offer to purchase whatever they brought to her.

      “I think I have enough wolfsbane here to last me into the next decade, so I don't need any more of that. But there's always a market for mushrooms, especially heartwood mushrooms. You should fry some of them up with some butter next time you eat some meat. Not only does it enhance the flavor profile of the entire dish, but it also bolsters the health and vitality of anyone who consumes them,” Hazel said.

      Erron said that he would make a note of that and pass it on to their cook. Once the deals were done, Erron’s coin purse was almost four hundred crowns heavier. Then they headed back to the Manor House to seek an audience with the steward, Anton Verj.

      The guard that greeted them as they headed into the manor was clearly one of Corvin’s men as well. He looked down at Erron, the lowly farmer, and almost snorted his disdain. Arcoria held no information about him. “What business do you have with the steward?”

      “A few things, actually,” Erron said, straightening before this pompous guard. “Firstly, we have lots and lots of healing potions that we believe Baron Corvin will wish to purchase from us. Secondly, we have much to discuss regarding the Festival of the Pumpkin Queen. Thirdly, we also need to figure out the logistics of the next harvest of fresh produce that we are going to bring to Harrow in the next few days. Unless you can help me with those important matters, I would very much appreciate it if you could show us the way to Anton.”

      The guard grunted and turned away from Erron. Instead of leading Erron and Agatha toward the Baron’s normal receiving chambers, where Anton had met them many times previously, they were instead led to Anton’s personal chambers in the eastern wing of the manor.

      The door was closed when they arrived and there was a single heavily armed guard standing outside. Was he protecting Anton Verj? Or was he posted there to make sure Anton didn’t leave?

      “Who are these two?” the guard stationed outside the door asked.

      “A farmer and his wife,” the other guard replied, and Erron could pretty much feel Agatha placing a hex on both of them without saying a word. If she could do it without mumbling an incantation, she probably would.

      “She’s not my wife,” Erron said. “Just a friend helping out on the farm. We’re here to talk about festival logistics and delivery of the first big harvest of the season. Baron Algrim was expecting the harvest in the next few days, and I'm sure Anton would have briefed Baron Corvin on this as well.”

      One guard sneered at the other, who gave a derisive laugh. “Yeah, I wouldn't count on that.”

      The fact that Anton’s room was under guard was a bad sign. The guard rapped on the door with his knuckles before announcing that someone was here to see the steward. The door opened from the inside and the normally prim and proper Anton Verj was almost unrecognizable. It was almost like he and Agatha had been afflicted by the same no sleep curse. Anton’s clothes, which were usually immaculate and crisp, were crumpled and dirty. He had a fuzz of facial hair on his cheeks that Erron had never seen before. The smell also hit Erron. They weren't even letting the steward bathe?

      “Erron, please come in. I’m very glad you've come,” Anton said as he ushered Erron and Agatha into the room. They entered into a chamber that was pure chaos, and Anton immediately closed the door behind them. He locked the door using a heavy iron bar, locking Erron and Agatha in the room with him. “We must talk quickly, as I fear I don’t have much time left.”
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      “Anton? Are you okay?” Erron asked.

      “Why yes, of course. Everything is just fine, perfect even, under the rule of the most gracious Baron Corvin!” Anton said, his fake positive tone obviously putting on a show for the guards who were walking away. He waited for a moment until their footsteps faded. “Quickly, quickly, we don’t have much time!”

      Erron and Jenath entered the room quickly and sat down on a small couch.

      “What’s wrong, Anton?” Erron asked, his voice barely higher than a whisper.

      “Everything,” Anton hissed back. “Corvin is a brute, and he means to kill me within days. His right-hand man, a brute by the name of Odo Wolkin, is going to replace me as steward. He’s been shadowing me ever since Corvin arrived, but Odo is the one that Corvin gets to do the nasty jobs when he doesn’t want to get blood on his own hands. You do not want to run afoul of Odo!” Anton lifted his hand to his cheek, which was red and inflamed. The eye above was a deep shade of purple.

      “Did Odo do this to you?” Jenath asked.

      “Yes, when I was too slow in telling him some information he wanted to know,” Anton said, then mimicked the motion of a backhand strike. “We must keep our voices down. You are nothing but a farmer, so the guards are leaving us be. You don’t look impressive or important, which we both know is not true. That is to our  advantage, so we mustn’t squander it.”

      That statement insulted Erron a little, but he supposed it was true. If he had shown up in his battle gear, they would have probably been turned away. “Give us the short version of what’s happening here,” Erron said.

      Anton launched into a recounting of what happened in the days since Baron Algrim suffered a heart attack. Corvin attended Daggerspine Keep to be legitimized, but he also had his father pardon many of his men who had done unspeakable things during their time under Corvin’s command. Those same men were now here in Harrow, and they were treating the town like it was their own personal playground and pleasure house.

      “Now keep in mind that Corvin was only a day’s ride from Daggerspine Keep when this happened,” Anton said in a conspiratorial voice. “How is it possible that he would be so close, with all of his men, at just the right time?”

      Erron nodded and let Anton continue. It was a massive coincidence. The Southern Reach was expansive, covering the entirety of the south of the Five Kingdoms in a wide band.

      Anton’s hands trembled as he continued to divulge the horrors that had befallen Harrow under Corvin’s rule. The new Baron’s men had taken over the townsguard, and the protectors of the people now enforced the will of Corvin and his brutal regime. They killed any of the townsguard that didn’t fall into line when commanded to. Innocent citizens were being imprisoned for petty offenses, and rumors circulated that dissenters were being murdered. It was not a rumor, Anton alleged. Many folks had disappeared without a trace.

      “Corvin revels in cruelty,” Anton whispered, fear etched across his face. “He has always surrounded himself with a cadre of ruthless enforcers who delight in causing pain and suffering. They’re like a pack of ravenous wolves, loyal to their master without question. Obedient and savage. They’ve kicked townsfolk out of their houses and taken up residence themselves.”

      Erron and Jenath exchanged worried glances. It was clear that Harrow was in dire straits, and they needed to find a way to stop Corvin’s tyranny before it truly began. Erron’s mind raced, considering their options.

      “We can’t let this continue,” Jenath said, her voice full of determination. “We need to rally the townspeople and fight back against Corvin and his men.”

      Anton shook his head, his eyes darting nervously around the room. “It’s not that simple. Corvin has spies everywhere. If we try to organize any kind of resistance openly, we’ll be snuffed out before we even begin. We need a plan, something that can bring Corvin’s cruelty to light without endangering ourselves.”

      “Who would we even tell?” Erron asked. “It sounds like Lord Keleth Garthanon chose his son regardless of his bloody history. Do you think he would truly do anything, even if he was told?”

      Anton’s wide-eyed look said all Erron needed it to. He didn’t believe for a second that the Lord of Daggerspine Keep would do a thing about it.

      “Anton, I have an idea. You’re not going to like it, because I know you don’t like me,” Erron said.

      “It’s not that I don’t like you, my boy, it’s just that-” the steward began, but Erron cut him off.

      “It’s time for you to listen to me now. Hope’s End is far enough away from Harrow that you can stay there and help me fight back against Corvin.”

      “What can you possibly do to stand against such a menace?” Anton asked.

      “I have some tricks up my sleeves,” Erron said with a wry smile, but didn’t expand on that. He’d tried to keep the enormous totality of what was happening at Hope’s End away from Baron Algrim and Anton, but things were changing more rapidly than Erron could control. If he had access to Anton Verj, then perhaps he had access to the very secrets of Harrow.

      Anton looked at his hands and chewed on his bottom lip as though mulling over something painful. Erron remembered the name of House Verj he’d seen in the vision of Nekros Doomwhisper’s ascension. At some point, the Verj family was a big deal here in the Southern Reach.

      The steward looked up at Erron. “I swore I would never betray Harrow, or the House of Garthanon.” There was a moment where Erron thought Anton would shout for the guards, but it never came. “In my opinion, staying and dying at the hands of Corvin and the brute Odo Wolkin would betray how hard I’ve worked to keep the people of this town safe. Very well, Erron Vangian, I will come with you. But you’re going to need to figure out a way to get me out of here.”

      Suddenly, a halfling sprouted from underneath the desk in the corner of the room. “I can help you there!”

      Anton recoiled, almost falling out of his chair. “Who? What?”

      “This is our friend Sellis,” Jenath said. “We sent her to come watch our backs. What did you find?”

      “If you can lift the floorboards right here, there’s a huge space right below this room. It connects to a wide open space that ends underneath the stables. You could pop out there without much problem,” Sellis explained.

      “You can curl up between the boxes we used to bring some potions into Harrow. You’re meant to purchase them, by the way,” Erron said.

      Anton laughed. “You’ll have to talk to Odo about that. I have no power here anymore.”

      “Okay, here’s the plan. You follow Sellis underneath the Manor House and we’ll call for the guards. We’ll say that we came to sell some things, including a teleport spell scroll. You stole that from us, used it and disappeared. We call the guards, sell our stuff, then when we’re ready to leave, we’ll give you a signal. You pop out, we cover you in the boxes, and we go back to Harrow. There, you start running things for me. Help me turn Hope’s End into a serious power in this region. We make Corvin reliant on us, not the other way around. How does that sound?” Erron asked.

      The longer Erron talked, the more on board Anton seemed to get. “As long as you promise that we shall remove him from power.”

      Erron offered his hand. “If he is as evil as you say, then I don’t have any other choice. This is my home just as much as it is yours now.”

      Anton Verj took Erron’s hand and shook it. The steward smiled, and right then, Erron thought he could see a glimmer of promise and hope in Anton’s face. Erron didn’t want to run Harrow himself, but he might have the right guy for the job literally sitting in front of him.

      Over the course of the next fifteen minutes, they arranged things in a way that matched the story they would tell the guards. They decided to remove the floorboards that were underneath the desk that Sellis had appeared from under. They would be under shadow with a chair over the top of them after Sellis and Anton were gone and would be incredibly easy for them to hide.

      “Did my teleport scroll cause any effects when I used it? Or did I just kind of wink out of existence?” Erron asked.

      “What do you mean?” Jenath asked.

      “If Anton supposedly uses a teleport scroll in the story we tell the guards, then I want to make sure that the scene left after they're gone reflects what it would look like if a scroll like that was used. There wasn't like a wave of force that knocked anything over or disturbed the ground or anything like that?” Erron asked.

      “No, you just were there one minute, there was an arcane circle that spread out under your feet, then a flash of light, and then you were gone,” Sellis said.

      “Okay, at least that gives us something to work with. How about we stumble out of the room rubbing our eyes?” Erron asked. “We can complain of a bright light and then he was just gone. We will say that Anton pulled the scroll out and disappeared right in front of us, almost blinding us in the process.”

      “I think they should buy that,” Sellis said.

      “You can tell them whatever you want,” Anton said. “The men that Corvin brought with him are of the lowest caliber that you can imagine. They have rocks rolling around in their skulls instead of brains.”

      “Then let’s get to work.”

      They moved the desk out of the way, careful to lift it from the ground instead of dragging it, so it wouldn't make any noise. Erron used the tip of his knife to pry one of the floorboards loose, and pocketed any nails that came unstuck. Hopefully, he would be able to gently put these back into the holes they came from to cover up Anton’s escape route.

      Soon enough, there was a space wide enough for the steward and Sellis to slip into. Anton was a skinny, wiry-looking fellow anyway, so they only needed to remove two floorboards to let him pass. After Anton and Sellis disappeared, Erron put the boards back in place. They gave Anton and Sellis a chance to move away from the room before they decided to kick the ruse off.

      Erron burst out of Anton’s room and rubbed his eyes. “Help, help! Is there anybody here? The steward is gone!”

      Jenath remained in the room and acted as though she had been stunned and blinded by what had just happened. A pair of guards came running around the hall corner with their weapons drawn.

      “What’s happened?” one of the guards asked. “Where’s Anton Verj?”

      “I don’t know!” Erron shouted as he rubbed his eyes. “He pulled a scroll from his trousers, then there was this magic circle under his feet. Then a flash of light. When I looked again, the steward was gone!”

      One of the guards grumbled, then barked an order at the other. “Fetch Odo. I’ll see that Anton’s not hiding in here somewhere.”

      Erron blinked his eyes in a theatrical farce that he himself had even started to believe. “My friend, Jenath, are you okay in there? Did he hurt you?”

      “I’m okay!” Jenath called back. “Just waiting for my sight to return. Everything’s so fuzzy. I think he used a teleport scroll!”

      “A what? Oh no,” the guard grumbled. He lumbered into the room and started turning the whole place out. He opened and emptied every single one of the drawers in Anton's dresser, he moved the table in the center of the room, then flipped the bed and stripped the mattress, and even tipped the desk over.

      Erron watched all of this happening and held his breath when the guard put his great meaty hands on the desk. But then when the desk was flipped over to unknowingly hide the area where he'd dug his sword into the floorboards, Erron relaxed a little.

      Suddenly, heavy footsteps fell in the hallway outside the room. Erron turned around to see half a dozen guards moving in his direction, with an absolutely massive man leading the charge. He was a towering figure, standing well over six feet tall with broad shoulders and a warrior’s build. But the most intimidating thing was the furious scowl on his face as he stormed toward Erron. He had cold, piercing eyes that seemed to bore into Erron as he approached.

      “What happened here?” the warrior asked. This had to be Odo Wolkin, the brute that Anton had mentioned earlier.

      “Well, we were here one minute talking about my upcoming harvest to Anton, and the next, he pulled out a scroll. There was this flash of light and then he was gone. Now look, I need to confirm some things about my arrangements with the new Baron. I had a number of agreements in place verbally with Algrim, and I need to know whether Corvin is going to honor those.”

      “Who in the Frozen Hells are you, then?” Odo asked.

      “Erron Vangian, landholder at Hope’s End. I was hoping to help out with the Festival of the Pumpkin Queen too, but Anton left before I had a chance to discuss it! I’m assuming that he wasn’t meant to disappear?”

      “You need to leave,” the big man said. “Now.”

      “But-” Erron said. Odo rounded on him, and the ferocious anger etched on his face almost made Erron take a step back. This guy looked like a hardened bandit leader, not a steward to a Baron.

      “You obviously don’t know who I am. Odo Wolkin, right hand to Corvin Garthanon, and I’ve killed men for less than talking back to me. If Anton is gone, then this entire town is under my command until the Baron returns from his errands. If you say another word, I’ll take you out into the town square and hang you up by your guts. You and your little elven whore can get the fuck out of here. Otherwise, I’ll make you both wish you’d never come to Harrow at all.”

      Erron had no doubt that Odo would follow through on his threats, and Erron’s monsters were too far away to summon to his defense at that moment. It was better to let Odo think that he was a weak, unassuming farmer. The retribution would be all the sweeter.

      “Healing potions,” Erron said, holding his hands up in front of his face. “I know that’s two more words than you said you’d tolerate, but Hazel said you and your men would be interested in them. I have a cart full. In the stables.”

      Odo was silent, lips split over yellowed teeth. Erron thought he might have actually gutted him right there in the hallway, but Erron could see the cogs inside Odo’s head turning around as he thought it over. “Leave them in the stables and you will be paid,” Odo said. “We’ll be doing inspections of all the farmlands over the coming weeks. Payment will be brought to you then.”

      Erron nodded, then helped Jenath to her feet. They left the manor in a rush, hastily left the crates full of potions in the stables, and then Erron realized they had another problem. If they left the wooden crates here and filled with potions on the promise of future payment, there would be nothing left to hide Anton Verj.

      Anton popped his head up over the side of a stall further on down the stables. The stall just so happened to be the one with Swiftwind in it. It was just a lucky coincidence that this is where they had emerged from under the Manor’s floors. Erron motioned for Anton to hide again, as they had one more problem to solve before they could go.

      “We need to make one more stop before we leave here today,” Erron said as he leaned against the stable that Anton and Sellis were hiding within. “I need to place an order with Edric Stormhammer for some metal work, and I think we need to get a few more warm blankets and other cozy things from the general store. We’re on the verge of winter, you know, we’ll have to cover up from the cold.”

      “Very well,” Jenath said with a wink, immediately understanding what Erron was saying. “I’ll wait here and get our horses ready.”

      Erron made quick work of it. He let the guards at the front of the stables know that they were almost about to get underway, but he just needed to go and purchase some things first. One of the guards peered back into the stables and Jenath gave him a friendly wave. The guard was one of the ones who was previously here, under Baron Algrim, and he was polite enough to wave back.

      The trip into the blacksmith was nowhere near as extended as Erron would have liked it to be. He was greeted by his revenant, Pactor, when he walked into the smithy.

      “Welcome, friend,” Pactor said in his low voice.

      “Well met, Pactor. Where is Edric?” Erron asked, just as a voice cried out from out the back.

      Suddenly, Edric came running from the back of the shop with twin plumes of smoke rising from the singed ends of his beard. He dunked the ends of his beard in the water trough by the forge. “Erron! Ah, hello, my boy!”

      “Hello, Edric,” Erron said with a smile.

      “Look at you, lad. You've filled out quite a bit since the last time I saw you. You're obviously eating well out at the farm, then?”

      Erron didn't think he looked that different, but there must have been a pronounced change. “I'm certainly getting a better handle on things, my friend. I'll have to keep this visit brief, but I'd like to commission you to make me a number of items. I have enough to put a deposit payment of one hundred crowns down if you need.”

      Edric exhaled. “That's a lot of gold, my boy. The new Baron has me working pretty much non-stop, and if I didn't have your help here with me, there would be no way I could keep up. You don't have any other assistants I could rent off you for a little while, do you?”

      Pactor gave him a little wave. When Erron inspected the revenant, he was surprised to see that Pactor had risen up to Level 8 since he’d been placed here with Edric. Erron looked at his stat sheet for a minute and found that Pactor had received a brand new ability: Shape Metal.

      
        
        Level 8 Revenant Smith

        Quality: Uncommon

        Health Points: 62

        Mana: 12

        Strength: 10

        Intelligence: 5

        Constitution: 10

        Charisma: 4

        Dexterity: 6

        Wisdom: 4

        Spells known: none

      

        

      
        Abilities known: Smelt, Shape Metal

        Attributes:

        •	Heat Resistant

        •	Obedient

        •	Hammer Proficiency

      

      

      Every single one of Pactor’s statistics had gone up as well. His charisma grew from a 1 to a 4, no doubt through the hard work of Edric Stormhammer teaching him how to be a good assistant. While Erron hadn’t actually chosen any abilities or attributes for Pactor, it was reassuring to see that the fiend would continue to grow and learn new things under the instruction of Edric.

      Shape Metal was at Rank 1, and it gave Pactor the ability and understanding to shape metal into some rudimentary shapes. The blades and armor he could make now weren’t of the highest quality, but he would be able to do it himself, giving Edric far more free time.

      
        
        Shape Metal (Rank 1)

        Activated Ability

        Cost: 2 Mana

        Requires: Blacksmith Forge, Metal Components

        The fiend can shape metal using a forge into a rudimentary shape. Simple armor, simple blades, and simple bindings.

      

      

      “He’s gotten stronger,” Erron said.

      “Aye, I couldn’t live without him. Now, I tell you what, you can keep your crowns, and I’ll do the work you need. But if you can get me another like him, you won’t need to worry about the deposit payment.” Edric smoothed out his beard. “Tradespeople are running away from Harrow when they can, before Corvin gets his claws into them.”

      “What’s Corvin doing?”

      “Ah, I’ve already said too much. Lots of ears all over,” Edric said ominously.

      “Give me one of your blacksmith hammers and I’ll try to have a new blacksmith revenant ready for you soon,” Erron said. “I’ll send word when I have one ready. Don’t come out to the farm until I send word. There is trouble afoot everywhere at the moment.”

      “Aye, a fine plan.” Edric handed an old, worn down blacksmith hammer over. It felt like it was imbued with years of hard work. “I’ll wait for ye to send word, lad.”

      Erron explained the resources he was going to need from Edric. The nails, hinges, metal cables, and some other components Erron would need to design properly first. Edric said he would be able to make whatever he needed, no problem, as long as he had the plans for what Erron needed. Erron had no idea how he was going to get those, but he would ask Arcoria about it in detail later.

      With their business concluded, Erron headed into the general store and spoke to Brella. He bought almost all of her heavy blankets and pillows, and carried them back to the cart in a couple of trips.

      “Just stocking up for winter!” Erron said to the guards as he came back for his second, then his third trip. Meanwhile, Jenath had Anton climb into the back of the cart and bury himself under the massive pile of blankets there. Sellis curled up into Anton’s pocket in her rat form and stayed hidden as well, ready to jump out and turn into a bear if they were stopped. Once they were ready to go, they made their way out of Harrow, and back in the direction of Hope’s End.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Anton adapted to life at Hope’s End without much problem at all. While Erron was becoming even more concerned about all these people moving onto the farm, it seemed unavoidable.

      For the first time, Erron felt uncomfortable about sharing what was happening with the fiends he forged at Hope’s End. Even though he hadn’t wanted to tell his friends about the power he had access to, he had eventually trusted them. But with Anton, it was a different scenario. Erron didn’t want Anton to have the potential to betray him in the future.

      However, there was no way for Erron to keep Anton in the dark while he stayed at the farm. So, the lesser of the two evils was to tell the steward the same version of the story he had told his friends. He explained that he had discovered this power on his first night at the farm and had leveraged it to his advantage.

      Erron briefed Anton about the looming threat of the necromancer at Doomwhisper’s Barrow, confirming that there was indeed a concentration of undead activity centered around the Barrow. Anton accepted the story without any questions or concerns. The truth was all around him on the farm, evident in the monsters Erron commanded.

      Anton began holding one-on-one conversations with Erron’s friends, mainly to discuss their duties and get an idea of the tasks that needed to be done around Hope’s End every day. By the end of his first full day on the farm, Erron was surprised and impressed by the amount of information Anton had gathered about the day-to-day duties.

      The two of them sat down together, and Anton spoke in detail about how he intended to organize and manage the farm’s resources. He had ideas for increasing efficiency and productivity, and Erron found himself appreciating Anton’s dedication and knowledge.

      The former steward didn’t actually take any notes during his conversations with Erron or his friends. Somehow, he was able to simply remember and itemize all of the different tasks and duties that everyone needed to do. He even had these different jobs broken down by the frequency they were required to be completed and the priority in which they needed to be focused on.

      Even after a single day, it became clear to Erron why Baron Algrim had put such faith and trust in the steward to run things in Harrow.

      “I do have some suggestions on how we can make this place run even more efficiently,” Anton said. “Would you be open to some simple changes that would undoubtedly make the tasks you need to complete much more efficient?”

      “By all means. I can’t guarantee that I’ll endorse all of them right away, but I’d like to hear your take on what we could be doing better,” Erron said.

      “Firstly, I would highly recommend establishing a shipping bin,” Anton said.

      The concept was simple. A wooden bin could be constructed by the road, and the same couriers that collected items from the other farmers around Harrow would also collect any produce Erron had to sell. This would happen daily, and the market price for those items would be dropped back in the shipping bin the very next day. The courier would attempt to leave enough the day the produce was collected, however, the figures could change depending on the values or the items.

      “Why didn’t you tell me that was an option when I first started here?” Erron asked.

      “If you’ll recall, I was quite wary of you and of Hope’s End,” Anton said hesitantly. “I didn’t know how long you were going to last, but now I see that you might be the key to Harrow’s salvation.”

      The steward’s honeyed words regretfully worked on Erron. He didn’t detect a hint of malice or deception, and Erron was relieved to hear Anton lay some of the blame at his very own feet for his own mistrust.

      “What else could we do to improve things around here?” Erron asked.

      He listened to Anton for about another hour as the steward outlined all of his ideas for how things could be improved. One of the most important upgrades they needed was a dedicated kitchen, as well as a way to preserve and store food for the long term. Anton suggested that Erron construct a smokehouse to help preserve meat, and explained that turning many of the berries that Erron was growing into different jams and preserves would be an excellent way of ensuring they had enough food to make it through the winter.

      The list of potential improvements went on and on, and every time Anton made a suggestion, the arcane core in Erron’s right hand pulsed as it added this to Erron’s ongoing To-Do List. It didn’t mean that Erron would do all of the things that Anton was suggesting, but at least it was recorded somewhere so Erron would be able to look at all of it in due time.

      It was decided that the shipping bin was going to be the highest priority for them to build, and Anton said that he would handle the introductions. Either Erron or one of his friends could head back into Harrow at some point after the shipping bin was finished, and they could talk to Harold Rosewood, who was still in charge of resource logistics for the greater Harrow area.

      “Is he based in Harrow?” Erron asked.

      “Yes, but we’ll find him when he goes fishing, which he does every Moenday,” Anton said. “He won’t even let Corvin Garthanon get in the way of that. He’s friends with the chicken farmer, the old orc Matako.”

      “I need to see Matako anyway,” Erron said.

      “I hope someone has organized an introduction.”

      “Yes, Hazel Wormwood has.”

      “Oh yes, he likes Hazel. Very good. He tolerates me, but if I tell him I’m there to chat with Harold, we should be fine. Shall we do that tomorrow?”

      “Indeed, we shall.”

      “Do you have any fishing gear?” Anton asked.

      “I don’t,” Erron replied.

      “Hmph. A pity. It’s quite relaxing once you learn how. Harold has often invited me to go fishing with him.”

      “Do you want Moenday mornings off to go fishing with Harold?”

      “I wouldn’t mind the chance to do it now and again.”

      “Then do it. You’re a guest here, Anton.”

      Anton smiled at that. “I very well might just do that. Thank you, Master Vangian.”

      The very next morning, Erron and Anton set out toward Old Man Matako’s farm. In order to ingratiate himself with the old orc, Erron took one of Sellis’ harrowberry pies with him, as well as a number of potatoes as an offer of friendship.

      “How did you know that Matako likes potatoes almost as much as he likes his chickens?” Anton asked.

      “It’s a good bet. Who doesn’t like potatoes?”

      While they were on the road, Anton warned Erron not to refer to the orc as old man Matako, but just to use his name. Apparently, the old orc was quite self-conscious about his age. Both Swiftwind and Palestar pulled the cart along the road to Harrow. They turned off the road just where Hazel said they should, and soon found themselves headed toward a heavily wooded area where the boughs of the trees grew close together over the meandering path. It felt a little bit like heading into a haunted forest.

      After what Erron had seen in Mazurak’s recreation of Doomwhisper’s testament, he figured that pretty much every forest around Harrow, once known as the Marrowfields, would be haunted with the amount of blood spilled and soaked into the soil. This was an entire countryside filled with skeletons and ghosts.

      Eventually, the uneven path started to open a little to the early morning sky and Erron thought he could see a humble farmstead in the distance. Sure enough, as the wagon came closer, they saw a large green-skinned orc standing there in a straw hat and a pair of overalls. He held a pitchfork in his hands, and Erron got the impression that he would be able to run them through with it with barely a second thought.

      Matako held the pitchfork in one hand with the three-pronged fork facing toward the sky. The other hand was balled into a fist by his side. The scowl on his face softened somewhat when they got a little closer and Anton raised a hand in greeting.

      “Well met, my friend,” Anton said.

      Matako just grumbled in response, then looked toward Erron. “I suppose you’re the one who wants some chickens?”

      “Hazel said she would give you the heads-up I’d be coming. It’s a lovely farm you’ve got here,” Erron said, and it was true.

      Hazel had warned him that Matako wouldn’t sell any of his livestock to anyone that he didn’t like, but Erron didn’t have to suck up or lay it on thick at all. This little farmstead in the middle of the clearing had the comfortable and homey vibes that Erron wanted to cultivate at Hope’s End.

      The farmhouse itself looked a little wild and savage to Erron, but he’d never really seen orcish architecture up close before. There were lots of tusks and bones used in the construction, along with rough-hewn wood and large pieces of natural stone, which gave it a rustic but foreboding look.

      The massive chicken coop sat at the heart of the farmstead, right near the farmhouse. It was large and well-maintained, and provided ample space for the chickens to roam around and peck at the ground. It was surrounded by a tall wooden fence, which sought to protect the chickens from predators and to keep them from wandering too far. However, a few hens sat atop the fence around the coop as though they were lording over all the others beneath them.

      One black rooster stood on the corner of the fence like a wild guardian. His red wattle stood out against the black feathers that covered the rest of the rooster’s body. It crowed mightily as Erron watched, and Erron knew in that moment that he had to have that rooster.

      Beyond the chicken coop, other farm animals also had their place on the farmstead. Cows and pigs grazed in open pastures beyond the farmhouse, while sheep huddled together in a separate pen. Their wooly coats gleamed in the sunlight. They all seemed well cared for.

      Matako grunted. “Yeah, Hazel said you’d be coming through. You’ve got a coop? You’re not just going to eat my babies, are you?”

      “No, far from it,” Erron said. “Hope’s End has just begun to reestablish itself, but we have many mouths to feed. Eggs are a must. To give you a sample of what we do at Hope’s End, I’ve brought you a pie. And some potatoes.”

      Something odd happened to the savage orc’s face then. Erron thought that he’d said something wrong and the orc was planning on coming to destroy him, but that wasn’t the case at all. The spring in his step as he walked over to the cart… Oh Gods, that was a smile!

      “Pie? Anton, did you tell him I liked pie?” Matako asked.

      “No, he came up with the plan all by himself. I regret to inform you that the pie is excellent, and Master Vangian himself is shaping up to be quite the farmer,” Anton said.

      There was a tone of tortured disdain in his voice that Erron had always interpreted as maliciousness. Now he was starting to realize that was just how Anton sounded when he talked about something positive. It was like saying something good about something actually physically hurt the steward.

      “Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to go and see Harold,” Anton said as he disembarked from the cart. “I trust he’s down by the lake?”

      Matako grunted. “You’re not staying for pie?”

      “I’m afraid that continued exposure to pie is incompatible with my figure,” Anton said.

      “Take a slice for Harold when you go down. He’s had a rough week,” Matako said. “If you want to know what the new Baron is up to, Harold is the man you need to talk to.”

      “Very well,” Anton said. “Ah, do you have any of that tea I so enjoyed?”

      “Yes, as it happens, there’s a fresh pot on the boil,” Matako said.

      “You’re too good to me,” Anton said without a trace of disdain in his voice.

      Erron followed Matako and Anton into the farmhouse and found the inside to match the outside quite well. There were bones, tusks, and antlers used in the construction of the furniture inside, but it was remarkably well-kept. Keepsakes sat on the mantel above the hearth, and painted tapestries hung from curved antlers hung from the walls. It was homey and comfortable here.

      Anton poured himself a cup of tea and sliced off a quarter of the harrowberry pie. The red fruity inside ran out of the pastry as he cut it and headed toward the lake. That left Matako and Erron inside, alone.

      “Tea?” the old orc asked.

      Not wanting to be rude, Erron nodded. “Yes, please.”

      The orc poured him some. The tea was a bright shade of green, with a fresh but spicy aroma. Erron took a sip and the flavor flooded into his mouth. It was fresh like newly cut grass, but comforting like the warmth of a hearth. It was almost impossible to describe, though the buff that appeared in Erron’s view did a pretty good job of it.

      
        
        Oorale Tea

        Your mood has improved.

      

      

      It was true. Erron’s spirits had definitely lifted. He cut a slice of pie for himself, then went to cut a piece for Matako. The old orc shook his head and Erron thought he’d done something wrong. The orc reached across the table and moved Erron’s hand that held the knife so it would cut him a bigger slice.

      “I do love pie.”

      Even though Matako was a man of few words, Erron and the orc passed some time together. Matako had a similar story to Erron, in that he’d left a tribe behind to seek out his own life of peace and tranquility. The savage orcs of the Wildlands still worshiped Gormak the Bloodreaper, a God of war that demanded blood sacrifices to appease its bloodlust.

      “I know I look scary, but in my heart of hearts, all I ever wanted was to protect those who can’t protect themselves. Raise and care for animals, not slaughter them in the name of some absent God,” Matako said. He looked across the table at Erron then, like he was looking right into his soul. “I have a feeling that you and I are somewhat alike in that way.”

      “Yes, I feel the same way. I want you to know that if you do sell me some of your chickens, I’ll take good care of them.”

      Matako waved the comment away, which initially confused Erron. “You came at a good time. Grulthok has recently started causing issues with Bludvorgur, my other rooster. You probably saw young Grul standing on the fence when you came in. I was going to have to find another home for him anyway. So I’ll round up his favorite six girls and get them all ready for you to take back to your farm. You just take care of them, or I’ll satisfy the desires of Gormak the Bloodreaper in their name.”

      The sinister smile that spread across the orc’s face could have easily been misconstrued, but Erron had gotten to know him well enough that he knew this was a joke. He also knew that he wouldn’t be able to refuse the offer of the rooster and chickens without offending the orc, so he simply nodded and accepted the gift.

      “Any time you want to bring me pie or potatoes, you just come on down,” Matako said.

      At that very same moment, Anton came back to the farmhouse with a wide-eyed look on his face.

      “It’s that bad, huh?” Erron asked.

      “Oh, I had no idea just how dire things were,” Anton said. “There is much we need to discuss.”

      Matako stood from the table. “I’ll go and get Grulthok and his girls ready for transport. You’re sure you have the space for six hens and a rooster?”

      “I do.”

      “And you know that the rooster is going to crow at the first sight of the sun every morning, without fail?” Matako asked.

      “I had come to that conclusion, yes.”

      “Very well. Follow me.”

      Erron followed Old Man Matako to the chicken coop, where Grulthok the black-feathered rooster looked down at the orc with disdain. Matako spoke to the rooster in the guttural native tongue of the orcs. Their language was similar to orcs as a race. No nonsense, full of harsh sounds, and menace dripped from every syllable. The rooster clucked and pecked at the wall which it stood upon, seemingly uninterested in Matako’s words. The orc continued speaking.

      “Thruk gorak dum, Grulthok,” Matako said, gesturing toward the cart. “Throk gluk gurz.”

      Grulthok cocked his head to the side, listening intently to the orc’s words. Matako spoke to the rooster with a mix of stern authority and gentle coaxing. Erron couldn’t understand the speech – he hadn’t bothered learning how to speak orcish – but he could feel the sincerity in Matako’s voice.

      As the conversation went on, Erron noticed a subtle shift in the rooster’s demeanor. Grulthok’s stance became less tense, and he started to eye the cart with newfound curiosity. Matako continued to speak to him, now with a hint of excitement in his voice.

      “Saruk ghash! Krulthar grok thark?” Matako said, pointing at the cart and then back at the chicken coop.

      Grulthok let out a low bok and leapt down from the side of the wall. He took a step closer to the cart, then stretched his wings, as if preparing for flight. Erron held his breath, hopeful that Matako’s persuasive words were working.

      Then, with a sudden burst of energy, Grulthok leaped onto the cart, flapping his wings triumphantly. He let out a triumphant crow.

      At that very moment, as if summoned by Grulthok’s call, six hens emerged from the massive chicken coop. They walked out with a sense of purpose, one after the other, as if they knew exactly where they were heading.

      Matako grinned, his eyes gleaming with pride. “Korgnak tharz, my friends,” he said to the hens, ushering them toward the cart. Matako let Erron borrow one of his large wooden chicken crates to keep the birds safe until they arrived back at Hope’s End.

      As the last hen settled in, Matako turned to Erron with a triumphant grin. “Throk gluk gurz,” he said, patting the rooster affectionately. “You take care of Grul, and he’ll take care of you,” Matako said.

      “I promise you, I will,” Erron said.

      Anton returned soon after the chickens were loaded, and he came bearing good news.

      “Harold will commence picking up produce from this afternoon,” Anton announced. “As long as we can get the shipping bin built today, though I imagine that won’t be an issue.”

      Erron shook his head. “We’ll get it done.”

      Anton nodded. “Harold suggested adding some kind of security to ensure that the money that is dropped back the next day is protected. There have been many situations where the money has been pilfered.”

      Matako grunted. “I bet it’s the new Baron’s men. Just this morning, I saw one of them trying to take the crowns that were left earlier in the day. Brazen bastard too. He was wearing the Baron’s colors.”

      “I’ll try to think of a way,” Erron said. “Come on, let’s get Grulthok and his hens back to Hope’s End so they can settle in.”
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      Grulthok and his harem of hens settled in perfectly at the farm. Erron thought that the dreadhoof would unnerve the chickens, but Grul, which was what Erron started calling the rooster for short, just stood the massive antlered beast down. It was almost like the rooster didn’t know that the dreadhoof would squish him with one stomp.

      Erron admired the courage of this black rooster. Then hens didn’t even roam much, and Erron could leave the gates to Hope’s End open without the chickens trying to escape. Under the watchful eye of Grul, the hens clucked and pecked happily at the grains that Erron scattered out for them.

      “We should begin building our shipping bin as soon as we can,” Anton said from behind Erron. “Harold’s men will be here before sunset. If you miss their pickup times, they won’t be back until the morrow. You’re one of the last farms before they get back to Harrow, so they’ll be here just before sunset every day.”

      “Well, let’s get to it, then,” Erron said.

      They had Clobber and Tomas carry the necessary wood over the rickety bridge that crossed the ravine. Erron thought he could hear the bridge bending under the weight of the massive orc fiend, but they just had to push on. Erron used Arcoria’s construction module to build the shipping bin. The schematics were already in here, and Erron hadn’t even known it. They built it just between the road and a large wide bush that his Old Man Forest Imps would be able to disappear into.

      Once the shipping bin was done, which ended up being a tiny windowless, doorless version of a log cabin with a flat roof that could be pulled free, Erron commanded Pops and Gramps to meet him there. They crossed the bridge like it was a climbing frame for children. They leapt off the side, swung around the beams holding the bridge in place, and used it as a jungle gym. They were old men in name, but not nature.

      Erron commanded them to use their Hide ability in the bush behind the bin, and they disappeared before his eyes. They pulled their dark green limbs into the mass of mossy tendrils that covered the rest of their bodies and completely disappeared from view.

      “Yes, that’ll do,” Erron thought. “So how does this process work? When do I get my money?”

      “It depends on whether the collector has enough bones and crowns on them when they pick up your produce,” Anton explained. “If they do, they’ll leave it behind. But for larger shipments, you will be provided with a payment slip, which you can take into Harrow to collect directly. If there’s a discrepancy between the amount they leave and the amount that should be paid, they’ll leave a slip in the bin the very next day. Corvin will want to keep his merchants happy, because he knows that without them, Harrow will fall. He needs the supplies, and the tithes that filter down from Daggerspine Keep. He cannot risk alienating the farmers or other producers. Enough tradespeople have already fled.”

      “So I guess the search for a new stonemason has hit a bit of a brick wall, then?” Erron asked.

      Anton smirked. “I see what you did there.”

      “Guilty.”

      “There are many stonemasons, but few willing to travel to Harrow. Especially not now that everything has gone to the crows.”

      “There is one thing I need to ask you about, and it’s a rather indelicate matter,” Erron said. “You know that for me to raise monsters from the ground that I need bodies. How can I go about sourcing more bodies without killing people for them?”

      “Don’t tell me you’ve grown a conscience,” Anton teased.

      “I’ve always had one, but when you’re desperate and without options, sometimes we do things we don’t necessarily agree with. I don’t want to have to murder people to keep this farm going, but I do need fresh bodies to be able to build things up further.”

      “You’ll want to speak to Griselda Monk. She’s the gravekeeper of Harrow. Any dead bodies that come through Harrow end up with Griselda. If they have family or friends, then naturally, a funeral is held, but bodies of vagrants, wanderers and other undesirables are usually just burned without any ritual. Let me talk to her, and I’m sure I will be able to work something out.”

      “I’ll leave it in your capable hands,” Erron said.

      This was the best possible way to manage things going forward. Bandits and murderers would simply beget more savage and soldierly revenants. Erron needed fiends with skills, and not just in the killing arts. Anton said he’d attend to that the very next morning.

      Next on their agenda was to identify and harvest any crops that were ready. Using Arcoria’s insights, Erron could easily see which crops were ready to be harvested that day, and which ones would be ready in the following days. Erron had Jenath and Sellis help him with the harvest, while Anton oversaw Tomas building a series of crop crates that were held together with woven rope. It was the same design they’d used for the boxes they’d used to transport the potions to Harrow.

      Crates full of harrowberries and small potatoes started to pile up, and Erron’s excitement grew. This was the result of his hard work and crop management. He kept one crate of small potatoes to use for dinner that night. He didn’t need to, of course – they’d taken barrels full from the fort – but he wanted to eat something that he’d grown.

      Many of the other crops were still growing, but he did manage to find a couple of pumpkins that were mature enough to cut from the vines and take out to the shipping box too. Each of the crops also had a quality indicator next to it. Some of the harrowberries that were misshapen and discolored were quality: low, but some of the larger, juicier, and more pleasant-looking ones were quality: high.

      Arcoria warned that including crops of low quality in your overall harvest could reduce the profits made from it as a whole. As this was his first real harvest in the shipping bin, Erron didn’t worry about this too much. Once he was more established, he could be more discerning. If he had the time, Erron would have filtered out the low-quality berries and tried to use them in cooking or something, but time was running short.

      Erron had no idea what kind of money he’d get for this modest harvest, but Arcoria had a number of different upgraded tiers of shipping bins that he could build once he met certain financial thresholds.

      After selling one thousand crowns worth of produce, the second rank shipping bin became available. Once built, it would increase profits, freshness, and quality of crops that were sold in it. Every rank from first through to fifth rank had its own benefits that made Erron want to progress toward it.

      After they dropped these crates into the shipping bin, they got started on the smokehouse. It was a simple construction, and thankfully, they had enough hooks and chains from the fort to hang meat from. The smokehouse itself needed to be compact enough for the smoke to cure the meat, but large enough so that the flames from the fire pit in the center didn’t catch the structure itself alight. Erron could improve it over time, but the structure they had by nightfall was ready to go.

      That afternoon, Agatha had taken a break from her research and construction of the magical energy flow charm she planned on using to protect Erron. She’d overheard Anton’s idea to start making preserved jams from harrowberries and wanted to give it a shot herself. She’d kept a crate of harrowberries for this exact purpose. She and Sellis cooked together happily over the fire, taste-testing the jam as it bubbled away.

      Hope’s End was really beginning to feel like home. Even Anton seemed to be settling in well, even though the only place they had for him to sleep was in front of the hearth in the common room of Jenath, Sellis and Agatha’s quarters.

      “I’ve slept in rougher locales,” Anton said, but he didn’t elaborate further.

      While Erron put the finishing touches on the smokehouse, something unexpected happened. A warning popped up inside Erron’s interface that said his lycan scarecrow was under attack. His two wargs were also on alert.

      “What in the…” Erron said, then rushed out to the fields. His sword was still in his quarters, so he grabbed the closest tool he could find, which was a pitchfork.

      The lycan scarecrow was surrounded by half a dozen fish monsters. These were more rivora, very similar to the ones that Erron had encountered in the rock pools when they were hunting the moose. Two of those rivora had fled from the scene of the battle after Erron and Sellis killed two of their kind. Had these ones come for revenge?

      The scarecrow was doing the smartest thing it could. It was running the hell away from the six massive hungry maws that were chasing it. However, the rivora’s mouths weren’t the only thing to fear. These rivora were carrying bone-tipped spears, and wore some amalgam of what they probably considered to be clothing. The clothing shone in the waning afternoon sunlight as though it was wet. If these things usually lived in the river, then for them to be able to make a trek all the way from the river to Hope’s End, they probably needed to stay damp.

      Erron immediately commanded his imps away from the road. He wanted them perched on top of the compound walls as soon as possible. They arrived in minutes and were already firing their little arrows at the rivora that chased the scarecrow about. Not every single arrow hit its mark, but Erron was happy to see a number of poison debuffs appear over the heads of the rivora.

      The moment one of the little fish creatures turned in Erron’s direction, its eyes came into sharp focus. It gurgled something in a strange guttural language and pointed its spear directly at Erron.

      Suddenly, Erron realized that these things hadn’t just come here to cause mischief. They hadn’t wandered here randomly. They remembered him and what he did to their kind, and they were here for his blood. He thought he recognized the patterns on the scales of the one that pointed at him. It was very likely that this was exactly the same rivora that he had scared away from the rock pools.

      From what Erron had heard about these creatures, they were supposed to be barely more than animals. But the evidence said different. They wore clothes, they made tools, and they spoke in another language. It was entirely possible that the information in Mazurak’s book on fiends was hundreds of years out of date.

      Erron sent a command to all of his monsters to get ready to defend him. Clobber and Tomas rushed out of the compound, ready for battle. Clobber carried his massive lumber axe, and Tomas carried a sword and shield.

      The rivora pack abandoned the scarecrow and rushed through Erron’s fields directly toward him. They gave no thought to the crops that they trampled under their scaly, clawed feet, and Erron watched in horror as they shredded some of his crops as they passed through.

      Both the orc and the revenant stepped in front of Erron and blocked these monsters from getting to him. They threw themselves in front of Erron with no thought to their own safety. A pair of the rivora chomped down onto one of Clobber’s legs, and if the orc’s skin wasn't so tough, they probably would have bitten right through to the bone.

      However, all it did was grant Clobber an enraged buff, which increased his strength, attack speed, and his damage reduction. With one swipe of his massive axe, he cleaved through three of the rivora. Fishy arms and legs flew through the air, trailing blood like carnival ribbons. Tomas was desperately trying to fend off the other three. One of them had been weakened due to poison, but the other two were fairly healthy.

      Tomas used his shield bash attack to cause one of them to stagger, and Erron rushed over to his fiend just as the last remaining rivora was about to skewer him through the side. Erron instead skewered the rivora and flung it away with the pitchfork stuck through its abdomen. Tomas swung his sword at the stunned rivora, and chopped off one of its long, gangly arms. The rivora clutched the bloody stump as it tried to run away.

      When the last remaining rivora reached a safe distance, it lifted a horn to its lips and blew as hard as it could. A large trumpeting sound echoed through the afternoon sky, and something massive bellowed out from the forest to the south of the farm.

      The two forest imps leapt down from their perches atop the compound walls and ended the keening call of the rivora horn with a flurry of arrows. But it was too late. The call for help had already been made.

      What burst from the tree line to the south was like nothing Erron had ever seen. It was a massive creature, taller than the dreadhoof, with a broad, shell-covered back. It was a massive turtle beast, the likes of which Erron had never seen before. He’d heard stories of gargantuan terror turtles that lived in the deepest rivers of the Five Kingdoms, but he’d never spied one with his own eyes before. This one was accompanied by another half a dozen rivora, all clad in the same armor, wielding bone-tipped spears.

      Erron's heart pounded in his chest. This was far beyond anything they had prepared for, and the sudden appearance of such a powerful foe had filled him with dread. But there was no time to waste. He called for the imps to focus their attacks on the turtle monster, and prayed that their poison arrows would be enough to slow it down.

      With surprising speed for such a large creature, the terror turtle charged toward Erron, Clobber and Tomas. He had no doubt that he was the creature's target; the rivora's horn had been a call for reinforcements, a signal for the turtle monster to attack. So this massive monster was large enough and smart enough to follow instructions? That was good to know.

      Clobber and Tomas, despite their injuries, took a protective stance in front of Erron. Their courage was inspiring, but Erron knew that they would need more than bravery to defeat this beast. He quickly devised a plan. "Tomas, Clobber, flank it! Aim for its legs. We need to immobilize it," he yelled.

      As Tomas and Clobber charged, Erron turned to the imps. "Fire as much as you can! We need that poison to work!" The imps, although visibly scared, obeyed his command, letting loose a flurry of arrows that whistled through the air, raining down on the turtle-monster. The fleshwargs were given an attack command too, but even their tooth-filled maws couldn’t penetrate the thick hide of the beast. Instead, Erron commanded the wargs to run interference on the rivora. Erron knew that he was probably sending the wargs to their deaths, but if the rivora attacked at the same time as the turtle beast, Erron knew he would be overwhelmed.

      Jenath, Sellis and Agatha all rushed out of the farm compound. To their credit, none of them were stunned into silence or rendered motionless by fear. They’d fought against greater odds than this before. Jenath immediately took command of the imps and got them to concentrate their fire toward the massive terror turtle’s head.

      The strategy worked. The turtle didn’t want its eyes damaged, so it withdrew its head into its shell. This made it impossible for it to see where it was going, so it flailed its arms, legs, and tail with savage abandon.

      Sellis wildshaped into her gryphon form while Agatha traced arcane symbols in the air. These glowed green and sizzled in the air before Agatha flung the Corrode spell at the turtle monster. The glob of green acid landed on the outer shell and began to melt it.

      “Just in time, thank you all!” Erron called out.

      The battle was all out chaos, and Erron got notification after notification that his fiends were in danger and badly damaged. His Fiendish Commander skill boosted his damage output little by little as his fiends were hurt, but none of them had died just yet. But that all changed very quickly.

      Then the beta fleshwarg died to a rivora spear, followed by the lycan scarecrow. It got eaten as the rivora swarmed over it in a ravenous fury. They managed to take down three of the rivora before the alpha fleshwarg also succumbed, then Sellis swooped down from above to take one of the last three rivora out.

      The rivora saw her coming and pointed their spear up into the air. Sellis pulled up abruptly; otherwise, she would have been skewered. These rivora were far more sophisticated than Mazurak’s book had led on.

      With a terrifying roar, the terror turtle withdrew into its shell and fell forward. Tomas leapt out of the way in time, but Clobber couldn’t move fast enough. The green-skinned orc threw up both of his hands and tried to catch the turtle, but Erron knew it wouldn’t work. He was just about ready to watch his big orc, the longest-living fiend he had, get squished.

      A black shape thundered out from the Hope’s End compound just in time to catch the falling terror turtle with its massive antlers. Ebonhorn the dreadhoof knocked the turtle away, flipping it up onto the back of its shell.

      Agatha flung another Corrode spell at the turtle, which sizzled the armor into melting sludge. The green ooze that slammed into the turtle’s armor ate outwards, destroying the shell from the place it hit.

      “Jenath, focus your attacks on the gaps in the armor!” Erron called out. He commanded his imps to do the same.

      They attacked these spreading patches of melted armor and the poison debuffs began to appear. Finally, they were doing some decent damage to the monster!

      It must have known it was in danger, because it re-emerged from its shell and tried to flip itself back onto the right side. Sellis, Clobber, and Ebonhorn all made sure it did not.

      By this point, Erron was affected by three stacks of the Dark Fury of the Fallen buff, having lost three of his fiends. He now had a 30% increase in attack and movement speed, as well as a 30% reduction in both physical and magical damage.

      Suddenly, Anton was there by Erron’s side with a sword and a shield. “It looks like you could use these.”

      Erron took the weapon and shield, then charged at the three remaining rivora. His body moved with a speed he hadn’t known he was capable of. Not only did the movement speed boost increase his running speed, but he dodged faster as well. Erron deftly stepped out of the way of a rivora spear thrust before stabbing the creature through the mouth and right into its brain. He pirouetted out of the way of another strike, simultaneously blocking one spear thrust with his shield while burying the sword into another rivora’s head right to the hilt. The last one tried to run away now that its friends were dead, but Erron gave chase. It died soon after.

      The terror turtle didn’t last much longer. Clobber was using massive overhead swings to crack the softer shell on the creature’s exposed belly, and the poison debuffs were just ticking along, doing more damage every second.

      Eventually, the monster died just before sunset, and Erron looked out on his fields in horror. The rivora and the turtle beast had trampled and stomped all over his land, and they’d all but destroyed some of the crops. At least he’d managed to harvest some before the chaos.
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      The next few days were hard work. There was nothing further they could do immediately after the attack but recoup, eat some food, and mourn the dead. Mazurak Harkin told Erron that these fiends he forged using Vyrmior’s power were nothing more than mere tools, and he shouldn't feel bad for losing some of them, but Erron did. He would miss the way the two fleshwargs greeted him every time he returned to Hope’s End, and he would sorely miss the sight of the gangly scarecrow wandering around the fields, protecting them from pests.

      It was true that Erron had a recipe for scarecrows in his construction interface, but they were just lifeless things that stood out in the middle of the fields. Erron tried to see this as a blessing in disguise. His domination cap was currently 9, and he now had six living fiends under his control. Now he could raise another few fiends and do some experiments. Every time he forged a new fiend, he would gain fiend insight, making future fiends of that type even stronger.

      He now had a dozen rivora bodies to use, and he planned on bringing them back first. Agatha’s Corrode magic had destroyed much of the enormous terror turtle’s body, as the magic continued to fester even after the monster was dead. It wasn’t possible to raise the terror turtle itself, but Erron had a plan to use the armored shell to strengthen future fiends. They managed to save some of the meat as well, which was smoking in the new smokehouse, while more of it was boiling over the fire as turtle soup.

      Erron encouraged Agatha to spend as much time as she could trying to figure out that singular directional magical protection charm.

      “There’s only so much I can do without voidbloom,” Agatha said. “If we know that we can find some down near Doomwhisper’s Barrow, I think we need to go there and explore.”

      “I agree,” Erron said. “But we have so much work to do here at Hope’s End first. I won’t leave without repairing the damage done by the river monsters.”

      The money left for the meager harvest was not much, but it was better than nothing. Erron took the sixty-seven crowns and eight bones and added it to his personal treasury, which he kept in his personal quarters. He would soon reinvest it in Hope’s End, but for now, it would be safe enough.

      After Erron awoke the next day, he had leveled up in Fiend Forging, Farming, Construction, and Commerce. Each new level brought with it a new ability, but the ones Erron was most impressed with were the new abilities associated with both Construction and Commerce.

      Becoming a Level 5 in Construction unlocked something called a Custom Schematic Module in Arcoria’s interface, which allowed Erron to design his own buildings and components, and use any of the construction techniques he had unlocked to build them. The best part was that Arcoria could help him in this process and make suggestions as to the best way to bring an idea he had to life.

      Reaching Level 4 in Commerce gave him the ability to open a store, so long as he received the necessary permissions and licenses of the place where he wished to open it. Erron didn’t want to open a store just for himself, but this meant that he would be able to help Sellis out with her dream of opening a bakery in Harrow.

      They would probably just need to wait until things with Corvin Garthanon either settled down or reached a final conclusion. Until then, they would need to bide their time.

      Erron barely left his own quarters before he heard the gurgling, monstrous noises coming from the fiend pit where he’d buried half a dozen of the rivora monsters the night before. He had erred on the side of caution and hadn’t buried the whole dozen. He received enough fiend insight that his knowledge of gnashers was already at Level 2. The second wave of gnashers he would forge tomorrow would be even more powerful.

      Erron peered down into the pit and saw six monstrous forms, their scaly bodies similar to rivora, but very different in important ways. Gnashers were longer, with thicker limbs, almost like they were meant to run on four legs instead of the two that rivora usually got around on. They looked more like eels than fish, with an elongated midsection. Their backs were punctuated with spines, each with a webbing of skin flexed between.

      Three of the gnashers were slightly taller, their scales glinting with a more pronounced iridescent sheen. These were the rivora who had been buried with their bone-tipped spears. They held these weapons in their new bodies, ready for battle. One of the spear-wielding gnashers actually lobbed its spear at Erron, but he deftly avoided it. The gnasher had no emotion on its bug-eyed face, but it clenched its webbed hand into fists as though it was frustrated that it missed.

      A pair of rivora had risen as regular, non-weapon-wielding gnashers. They were slightly smaller but no less deadly, their clawed hands and needle-like teeth ready to rend and tear anything that threatened them.

      But it was the sixth figure that truly drew Erron's attention. A rivora had risen wearing an ornate headdress and a set of clothes that looked ceremonial. It was slightly leaner than the others, but exuded an unmistakable aura of power. It looked like a primal shaman or something. Its scales were a deeper shade of blue, like the heart of a river, and a small staff was clenched in its claws, topped by a shimmering orb that seemed to swirl with the liquid life of the waterways.

      As Erron stepped closer to the pit, he could sense the power emanating from the gnasher shaman. Its eyes were clear, the wild animalistic frenzy replaced with an eerie calmness. The others were like animals, but Erron sensed an understanding in this one holding the staff.

      The staff in its hand pulsed, and a gentle mist formed around it, condensing into a droplet that hovered before it. With a nod of its head, the droplet shot toward one of the gnasher spearmen, sinking into its scales and causing them to shine with renewed vigor. Did this one have access to a magic ability?

      Erron focused on the spearman the spell hit and saw the buff that was there.

      
        
        Healing Waters

        You are being healed by a Gnasher Shaman. Minor wounds will heal over time.

      

      

      Erron felt a surge of exhilaration. He’d never had a monster with a healing spell before. This could be a game changer. Erron summoned both Clobber and Tomas to his side, as none of these fiends were pledging their fealty to Erron willingly.

      There were now four empty fiend slots in his arsenal, but Erron needed to keep one of these reserved for the other revenant he had promised Edric. That gave him three of these gnashers he could keep. Erron had learned something quite important when fighting the massive terror turtle as well. The Dark Fury of the Fallen buff that he received when one of his fiends died was cumulative. If he sent three of his fiends to die on purpose purely to buff himself, he became nigh on unstoppable for some time.

      The fight was over quickly. Clobber and Tomas controlled the battle, and as soon as the shaman offered its fealty, the other five fell in line. Erron elected to keep the shaman and two of the spearmen, known as gnasher lancers. The other two unarmed gnashers and the weakest of the three lancers were destroyed, which gave Clobber and Tomas a little extra experience each.

      The gnashers had a similar ability to the wargs. It wasn’t called the same thing – Pack Dynamics – but instead was called Strength in Numbers. Gnashers, like the rivora, were a communal creature that used sheer numbers to control the battlefield. But not only did they work well together in a group, they actually legitimately got stronger when more of them were present. They gained buffs, which increased exponentially the more gnashers there were.

      A storm of twenty furious gnashers with a couple of shamans keeping them healed would probably be unstoppable.

      They added a new room to the personal quarters for Anton, as the steward needed his own private area with a desk to ensure the farm ran the way it should. Anton asked for some topographical maps of the farmland they had to work with, as he had some ideas about how they could best structure the farm for maximum yield. Erron used the map interface of the arcane core to trace a few simple top-down maps for Anton.

      They buried more rivora the very next day, and Erron used this as an opportunity to experiment with the turtle shell. He had Clobber chop off some smaller pieces and placed this strategically over one of the rivora he buried. The others, he added different kinds of herbs and reagents to, just to see what the results would be.

      The next day, the gnasher he covered in turtle shell rose as a strange gnasher-turtle hybrid. Erron had expected that it would just be an armored gnasher, but this one had a strange long neck that it could withdraw back into the turtle-like shell that covered most of its body. It even had legs and arms it could withdraw back into the shell as well.

      The others were all impacted in some way by the herbs they had been buried with. The gnasher buried with heartwood mushrooms had a higher total health pool than others. The one buried with deathcap mushrooms had a lower total health pool and looked sickly. Erron wouldn’t be using those again. But the only gnasher Erron wanted to keep out of this new crop was the turtle-y one.

      He used Clobber to kill the other gnashers, while the gnasher shaman stood on the side of the fiend pit and used Healing Waters to keep Clobber healthy. Eventually, the gnasher snapjaw pledged its fealty to Erron, and it was brought into the fold. Erron decided to keep both lancers in his fiend forging roster until he could raise another revenant for Edric Stormhammer.

      Erron decided to keep the gnashers as a fighting force for the next week while they did all the repairs and upgrades that the farm needed. Erron spent his days working with his friends under the sun, trying to figure out how they were going to solve the myriad of problems that were piling up on Erron’s doorstep. He realized during that time that if he was faced with all of this alone, he would have probably crumbled already. Having a group of loyal friends who had your back no matter what was a blessing that he had taken for granted.

      From the money that came in when they sold the harvest each day, Erron started divvying this up amongst his friends, and also paid Anton for his new role of steward of Hope’s End. Despite preparing for Corvin Garthanon’s men to come storming Hope’s End, they never did. So Erron just kept doing what needed to be done.

      The new chickens started laying eggs almost immediately, and Sellis used the first dozen of these to make the fluffiest scrambled eggs Erron had ever tasted. He was already planning on expanding the chicken coop and getting more. Grulthok the black rooster had now asserted his dominance over the inside of the Hope’s End compound, strutting about like he owned the place. Every day, Grulthok crowed the moment the sun peeked over the horizon, which was their new signal to get out of bed and get stuck into the day. Sellis still resisted this as long as possible.

      Erron noticed a huge change in his physical health after the last few weeks. The muscles he’d cultivated while fighting were for a sole purpose. To kill people. But his body felt completely different now, stronger in a way that he couldn’t fully understand. He ached with the effort of each day, but it was a good ache.

      After the new fences around the outside of the fields were finished, Erron wanted to test out the battle capabilities of his gnashers and the imps.  He mentioned this plan to Agatha, and she was quick to volunteer to come along.

      “I’ve pretty much reached a point where I can’t continue with theory alone,” Agatha said. “The charm is almost ready, but I need some voidbloom to figure out this last little bit. I’m so close. It’s time for us to go south of the river.”

      Erron nodded. With the death of the dozen rivora and the huge terror turtle, he was only a half a dozen monster kills away from completing one of Vyrmior’s quests. If his gnashers got a kill each, that would satisfy the bonus objective, as well as the standard ‘kill 50 monsters’ objective.

      “Okay, let’s do it,” Erron said.

      Sellis came with them, but Jenath elected to be the one to stay at Hope’s End to keep things safe and secure. Erron left Clobber and Tomas behind as well, but took the four gnashers and two imps with them. They were traveling with a formidable fighting force.

      The quartet of gnashers flanked them, but the imps elected to travel through the treetops where they could. The monstrous silhouettes of the gnashers cut through fields illuminated by silvery moonlight as they ventured toward the bridge that would lead them south of the river. Erron rode on Swiftwind, but Agatha rode on the back of Sellis, who took the form of a massive warhorse with a tangled bramble tail.

      “On a clear night like tonight, we should be able to find voidbloom if there is any to be found,” Agatha said. “The petals of the flower are supposed to shimmer under the light of the stars, but are especially bright when the moon is fullest.”

      They continued on through the southern forest until they heard the sound of rushing water, then turned to the east and continued until they found the banks of the river. They followed the river until they reached the great stone bridge, and crossed it. The roads to the south were not as well kept as those around Harrow, and Erron could tell even in the darkness that they had entered a rougher, more wild country than his.

      The silhouette of the mountain where Doomwhisper’s Barrow lay blacked out the stars like an ominous emptiness. At least Erron knew they were heading in the right direction. Erron had a rudimentary map of this area thanks to a map he’d seen of the Southern Reach in Mazurak’s tower, along with the map he’d seen at Hazel’s. He was waiting for them to arrive at the place where they could go off the road and start the climb up to the barrow. They had some ways to go.

      Suddenly, something shimmering off to his right caught Erron's eye. He slowed Swiftwind, and Sellis slowed as well. The gnashers stood waiting, ready to react against any threats. “Does that look like voidbloom to you?” Erron asked.

      Agatha leaned toward the shimmering patch, and the manic smile on her face in the moonlight actually scared Erron a little. “I think it is! Come, let’s go and see!”

      Erron sent his gnasher ahead first just in case there was something waiting for them in the darkness. The tranquility was abruptly shattered by a low, guttural groan, followed by the rustling of leaves as the gnashers rushed forward. It was an eerie sound, one that sent a jolt of ice-cold fear down Erron's spine. Agatha's grip on her reins tightened reflexively as the moaning groans of the undead came from all around them.

      Red-eyed zombies staggered into view, their hollow gazes illuminating the gloom with a pale red glow. It was almost like they’d been waiting there on the ground for travelers to stumble upon them. But that made sense to Erron. If Nekros Doomwhisper was making moves again, he would need more bodies to raise in his zombie army.

      Erron reacted without hesitation. With a swift command, the gnashers all lunged into action, charging fearlessly toward the rising zombies. The spears of the lancers struck true, piercing the decaying flesh of the undead with lethal precision. Simultaneously, the snapjaw plunged into the chaos, its mighty jaws snapping shut around a zombie’s waist, crushing it into a pile of lifeless flesh and bone.

      In the meantime, the shaman remained at the back, weaving his mystical spells of restoration. Every now and then, he conjured a healing water spell, his form glimmering with an otherworldly light under the moon's glow. A soothing mist engulfed the gnashers as they were injured, patching up any superficial wounds and warding off the creeping chill of the night.

      The imps rained down poisoned arrows from above, but the zombies weren’t affected by the poison at all. It was almost like the zombies were immune to the effects of poison! If there was no blood running through their veins, that was entirely possible.

      After a short but brutal battle, the last of the undead fell. The red glow in their eyes faded as they lay there on the ground. Erron thought he saw some of that light rise from the corpse of each zombie, as though the energy was returning somewhere.

      He wondered if Nekros Doomwhisper could see things through the eyes of his thralls, just like Vyrmior could. He realized now that Vyrmior would be able to see exactly what was happening here to the south of the river as well. It was very likely she would know that Nekros Doomwhisper was active again.

      Sellis trod carefully through the woodland undergrowth toward the cluster of voidbloom. Sellis came to a halt. Agatha gracefully dismounted, landing gently on the forest floor. Just ahead of her was a patch of glimmering voidbloom, the petals of each flower shimmering in the soft starlight.

      “Look how many there are,” Agatha breathed in awe. “Do you remember how much Hazel said she’d buy these for?”

      “Wasn’t it like a hundred crowns for a single flower?” Erron asked.

      “That’s right. And there are fifteen here. Okay, I need to be very careful about this.”

      Agatha approached the voidblooms with a reverence usually reserved for sacred rites. With great care, she knelt and began to collect the delicate flowers, her fingers deftly avoiding any unnecessary damage to the surrounding blooms. Each plucked voidbloom was inspected with a practiced eye before she gently placed it in a specially prepared hardwood box. Once satisfied with her harvest, Agatha closed the lid, securing the precious contents inside.

      Gently wrapping the box in her pack, Agatha stowed it safely, ensuring that it was protected from the journey ahead.

      “So what are we doing, boss? Heading back to the farm? Or are we continuing on?” Agatha asked. “There could be so much more voidbloom in these hills the closer we get to the barrow.”

      Erron looked up at the imposing form of the mountain in front of him. Doomwhisper’s Barrow was right there. “We’re already here. Let’s keep going.”
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      The gravel crunched underneath Swiftwind’s hoofs and Sellis in her warhorse form as Erron and his group made their way onto the path leading up the side of the mountain where Doomwhisper’s Barrow lay. The climb was steep, and the moonlight cast eerie shadows over the rocks and low-lying bushes on either side of the road. The gnashers moved to the side of the path, and one imp perched on the back of both horses. There were no trees for them to leap between this high up. It grew far colder the higher they climbed until Erron began seeing his own breath frosting the air in front of him.

      They dispatched two more mobs of zombies as they climbed. It looked like the cold affected them as well, making them move slowly. But there were more of them the closer they got to the lich’s tomb. After another skirmish, all of the gnashers leveled up to Level 6. It didn’t bring with it any new abilities or powers, but they grew stronger. Erron was quite impressed at how well they fought in a pack.

      He could imagine a fighting force made up entirely of gnashers. Two armored snapjaws, flanked by lancers, with a couple of shamans pulling up the rear. There were probably other weapons and tools he could bury rivora with, like daggers or fishing nets. The more gnashers there were, the stronger they all became. A horde of them would be nigh unstoppable.

      During the last fight, Erron completed the requirements of the Fiendish Combat Training quest, and thanks to all of his gnashers getting kills, he completed both of the objectives. Erron would need to visit the Night Matron to complete this quest, but it would be worth it. He planned on completing the Investigate Doomwhisper’s Barrow quest as well.

      The winding path seemed to stretch on endlessly before them, but eventually, it began to level out into a plateau. That was when Erron began to notice things that were built by the hands of men, or perhaps by the hands of enslaved zombies.

      “I think we’re getting close,” Erron said.

      Then the imposing structure came into view. The moonlight shone down on the tomb’s entrance, which was built into the rugged landscape. It was weathered down over the centuries, almost built into the side of the mountain itself. The stone façade bore the color and texture of the surrounding rock, and moss vines clung to the cold stone. Huge stone arches erupted from the top of the mountainside, giving it an ominous grandeur.

      A massive stone door sat in a huge stone arch, a marvel of ancient architecture and a testament to what could be achieved by enslaving the dead. Yet as they grew closer, Erron thought he saw something strange about the door. Was there a crack running up from the bottom of it?

      They headed closer and Erron could now see that, yes, there was a huge split running up from the base of the door. It was just wide enough for a zombie to be able to squeeze through. Erron and his friends could probably squeeze through it too…

      They hitched Swiftwind to a bush near the entrance, and Erron went to peer inside the door. He saw something twinkling in the darkness back there, and it wasn’t glowing red. Whatever they were, they weren’t the eyes of zombies. It looked like an absolutely massive garden full of voidbloom.

      “Sellis, can you use a form with darkvision to see if there’s a giant patch of voidbloom in there?” Erron asked.

      Agatha dismounted, and a second later, Sellis shifted into her halfling form. “Agatha, you need to stop eating so many pies,” the halfling said as she dramatically grabbed her back and mocked being in pain.

      “If you stop making so many of them, then maybe I will,” Agatha teased back.

      Sellis laughed then shifted into her nightstalker form. The eyes of the mountain cat were suited for the dark, and she’d be able to confirm the presence of voidbloom with no problems. The big cat looked back at Erron and Agatha, then nodded.

      There was voidbloom in there.

      “How much? There’s a whole bunch, isn’t there?” Erron asked. The thought of the number of crowns he’d be able to sell them for made him contemplate going inside the barrow of an ancient lich. They could harvest it, then run straight back out, right? Would that let him complete the Night Matron’s quest?

      Sellis nodded again, then shifted back into her halfling form. “There is a fortune’s worth of voidbloom in there.”

      “And it’s growing right in view of the crack in the front of the door? That seems like a trap to me,” Agatha said. “Erron, here, you need to put this on. Just in case.”

      Agatha held her charm out to him. It was made of a central blue gem, surrounded by shining metal and patches of bark. It was tied to the end of a leather necklace. Erron took it gratefully.

      “It’s working?” he asked.

      Agatha shrugged. “As best as it can for now. Just wear it when we go in there, okay?”

      “Okay. I’ll send the imps in to scope it out,” Erron said, then slipped the necklace over his head and issued his imps with commands to head in and look for danger.

      The two mossy imps scurried through the crack in the door with tiny poisoned arrows ready to fire at anyone or anything that rushed toward them in the dark. Erron didn’t get a single notification of them being under attack, so did that mean that they were safe?

      “Well, they’re not being attacked,” Erron said. “Maybe it is safe to go in. Agatha, how quickly do you think you can harvest that much voidbloom?”

      “I only brought enough cases for another two dozen flowers. That looks like dozens and dozens of them. All we can do is go in there and try, right?” Agatha asked.

      Night was burning, and they still needed to get back to Hope’s End before the sun came up. They would have to make this quick, and Erron had no intention of lingering here. His imps remained safe, so Erron squeezed through the crack in the door. Agatha followed him in, pulled a couple of small torches from her pack and lit them using a small flame charm. She handed one to Erron, and the other to Sellis.

      The flames banished the encroaching darkness into dancing shadows on the walls. This was an entry chamber, and there was only one way further into the tomb. It was blocked by another stone door. The imps explored this chamber while the gnashers squeezed through the crack and fanned out. Erron commanded them to stay back. He didn’t want his monsters trampling over the voidbloom.

      The air inside the tomb was cold and still, a silence so profound that it seemed to absorb their footsteps and muffle the flickering of their flaming torches as they continued inside. The flowers grew with a ghostly luminescence. Erron hadn’t realized it when he came across them in the outside world, but the petals didn’t just shimmer; they actually glowed with an otherworldly light. This effect was stronger as more of the voidblooms grew closer together.

      Agatha knelt down to harvest as many voidblooms as she could. She had two other wooden cases to carry them back in, and Erron was doing the calculations in his head. There were far too many flowers here to fit in those boxes. The amount of crowns waiting to be made was immense, and if these blooms could truly be used to heighten magical powers and help with breakthroughs to new levels of power, they might be priceless. No matter what, they would have to come back here to finish their harvest.

      Erron looked around and took in the rest of the tomb’s interior while Agatha worked to harvest the potent magical flowers. The walls in this entrance hall were etched with faded carvings, and among them, Erron recognized the robed silhouette of Nekros Doomwhisper. The fleshless skull head was a dead giveaway. A sudden chill ran down Erron’s spine and a feeling of unease settled over him. Were these carvings a warning to any who entered here, or were they a promise that heralded the necromancer’s return? Perhaps they were both.

      Without warning, a cold wind blew from further on into the tomb. It made Erron’s flaming torch flicker violently before going out, plunging the entranceway of the tomb into inky darkness. An icy silence enveloped them, followed by a sound that echoed through the barrow. It was a whisper, barely audible, and yet somehow louder than anything Erron had ever heard.

      Suddenly, a light bloomed in front of them, but it was not the warm, reassuring light of an open flame. It was the cold and malignant light of a spectral apparition. It started as a singular point, then grew into the shape of a great robed necromancer floating in the air in front of them.

      It was the lingering spirit of Nekros Doomwhisper, the ancient necromancer that rekindled the soul of Vyrmior. Mazurak’s fears were now realized. The necromancer was back, somehow reconstituted, even though Mazurak’s second baleful beast Vragas should have made this impossible.

      Erron felt a primal fear grip him, freezing him in place. The apparition raised an arm, pointing directly at him. A whisper, as cold as the grave, seemed to echo around the barrow, filling the space with a cold dread.

      “I can smell her influence on you,” the spirit of Nekros Doomwhisper said. “So you are the one she has chosen as her latest vessel? You seem quite unimpressive. No matter, you will never leave here alive.”

      “What do you want, Doomwhisper?” Erron called out.

      The empty eye sockets of the necromancer’s skull face seemed to focus on him. “What I have always wanted. I want Vyrmior’s power, and if I capture your soul while it remains tethered to her essence, I shall have the conduit to do just that.”

      Erron was suddenly thankful for the amulet he wore around his neck. It wasn’t quite finished yet, but still dampened the effects of shadow magic on him.

      “What if I told you that you and I want the same thing?” Erron asked.

      Nekros tilted his head to the side. “You need me, but I don’t need you. You have barely begun to scratch the surface of what her powers can do. But me? Many have tried to steal my secrets, and none of them escaped my tomb. Now rise, and kill these intruders! Capture the corrupted one and bring him to me.”

      With that, Nekros Doomwhisper raised his hands to his sides, just as he had in the vision Mazurak had shown Erron, and summoned dozens of red-eyed zombies. These dead adventurers clawed their way out of the ground, then turned on Erron, his friends, and his monsters.

      “Destroy every single one of them,” Erron said. He both said the words aloud and sent the command to his fiends.

      Then, all hell broke loose.

      The floor quaked as the restless dead clawed their way up from between the stones. They shuffled toward Erron and his companions, their undead forms illuminated by barely visible ghostly outlines.

      “Agatha, I need some more light!” Erron called and held his extinguished torch out toward the witch.

      Agatha, her hands still stained with the essence of the voidblooms she’d been harvesting, rose to her feet, her grip tightening around her weapon. Her eyes met Erron’s, shining in the darkness, and she lit his torch again. Sellis had already shifted back into her nightstalker form, so she wouldn’t need fire to see.

      The imps climbed up onto broken pillars and rained down arrows at the encroaching zombie horde. Erron commanded them to not use their poison attacks, as the undead were resistant to poison. They used their aimed shots for high damage with extreme precision.

      The four gnashers leapt into action, their forms blurring into streaks of deadly savagery. The armored snapjaw led the charge, using its taunt ability to force all of the zombies to focus their attacks on him. The lancers focused their attacks on each of the zombies while the gnasher shaman kept the snapjaw healed. Every now and then, the snapjaw would strike out with its incredibly long neck and sever a limb from a zombie.

      All around Erron, chaos unfolded. He fought with a sword in one hand and a lit torch in the other. One of the best ways to deal with the undead was fire. As long as they weren’t some of the risen drowned corpses, waterlogged and soggy, undead were usually very flammable. Erron kept some of the zombies at bay with his torch while he slashed at others with his sword.

      Sellis pounced on one of the larger undead from the shadows, going for the spine. It cracked under the force of her bite, and the zombie’s head went rolling free. Agatha fired bolts of pure shadow at the undead, while following Erron’s lead with her own lit torch.

      The undead fell, one by one, their lifeless bodies crumbling under the relentless assault. Erron’s gaze never wavered, his focus intent on Doomwhisper’s apparition, who watched the spectacle unfold with an eerie calm.

      Suddenly, the sound of Nekros Doomwhisper’s laugh echoed through the barrow. “Impressive,” he said, his cold voice sending shivers down Erron’s spine. “But you are not strong enough. This was but a taste of the minions that I have deeper in my tomb. You will need an army to stand against them when they are at full power!”

      Erron narrowed his eyes. He wouldn’t be baited into making a stupid decision, but Nekros said something more than he should have. If his army was not at full strength now, it would be the perfect time to strike.

      More zombies rose from the ground, but these were wielding different weapons. Some held spears, others held bows, and others held massive shields in one hand, and spiked flails in the other.

      “Whatever weapon is in your arsenal, we have the counter,” Nekros said. “Now die!”

      The second wave of undead were far more challenging than the first. Erron received notifications that both of his imps were at critical health level. The archer zombies rose and focused on the imps right away. They only survived because Erron commanded them to use their Hide ability to escape the attack. The problem was that the archers then focused on the gnashers and Erron’s friends.

      One of the shielded zombies ran at the gnasher snapjaw and slammed into it. The snapjaw went flying onto its back, which left it open for attack. The shaman sent a healing spell over to the snapjaw, but they were outnumbered. Sellis shifted into her bramble bear form, which was perfect for this kind of encounter.

      The bramble bear form caused damage to her attackers every time she was hit with a melee attack. The thorns in her coat shredded the enemy back with every attack. The shaman healed Sellis as needed, and Erron was relieved to see that the spell worked on his friends as well as his monsters.

      Sellis swiped her massive claws outward and raked an entire group of zombies. Parched flesh split open, bones crunched, and the zombies fell one by one. The lancers helped the snapjaw back onto its feet, and soon it was taunting zombies to attack it once again. That had been touch and go, but now they’d retaken control of the battlefield once again.

      As Erron cut down an undead attacker, he caught Doomwhisper’s gaze. The spectral figure seemed to be smiling, his hollow eye sockets filled with a dark mirth. “This is only the beginning,” he said, his words echoing ominously. “I neutralized Vragas soon after you were empowered by Vyrmior, and soon I will have control of the beast. Together, we will retake Vyrmior’s temple, and crush anyone who stands in our way!”

      “No you won’t,” Erron said. “It’s called Hope’s End, and it’s my home. If you come to my house looking for a fight, you’ll find one.”

      Nekros laughed. “You are a child playing with powers beyond your understanding. I will come for you, apprentice. Your soul will complete the bridge, and I shall finally take what is mine. The immortal power of a dragon!”

      With that chilling proclamation, the spectral form of Nekros Doomwhisper vanished, leaving behind an echoing whisper of his haunting laugh. The horde of undead dwindled, eventually succumbing to Erron and his allies’ relentless assault.

      But despite their victory, a sense of unease hung in the cold air of the barrow. Suddenly, the ground beneath their feet began to shake. Stone in the entryway’s roof began to fall free and slam into the churned earth beneath them. One particularly large rock slammed into the patch of voidbloom still waiting to be harvested.

      “We have to go,” Erron said. “He’s bringing down the barrow on us!”

      “But the voidbloom!” Agatha protested.

      “We’ll find more if we need it. Right now, we need to go!”

      Agatha made a sound of frustration, but she wasn’t the type to martyr herself. She needed to live to slay another day.

      Sellis transformed into her warhorse form as soon as they left the barrow. Agatha jumped onto her friend’s back and held on tight around her neck. Erron quickly unhitched Swiftwind as the barrow came down behind them. Then he was in the saddle, and they were on their way.

      Coming down the mountain was just as treacherous as going up, but at least they didn’t encounter any red-eyed zombie resistance this time around. As they headed back toward Hope’s End, following the path marked on Arcoria’s map interface, Erron couldn’t help but feel apprehensive about what was coming.

      Doomwhisper was going to bring the fight to his doorstep. He was coming for the temple beneath Hope’s End, and worst of all, the necromancer had spoken of the undead soul of a dragon, and said the name Vyrmior. Sellis and Agatha had heard it, so they knew now that there was more Erron wasn’t telling them. Erron would have a lot of explaining to do in the next few days, he was sure of it.

      The weight of Doomwhisper’s promise weighed heavily on Erron as they crossed the bridge and entered the Hope’s End farmland. Everything he’d built could be destroyed.

      But he would not be cowed. They would not be defeated. They would stand, and they would fight together when the lich came for him.

      They would face an undead army, and they would not falter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      That night, Erron went to sleep without the use of lavender oil. Vyrmior descended upon him almost immediately when sleep took him, and Erron had expected as much.

      Her temple usually had a foreboding yet calm atmosphere, but that night, things were very different. The shadows that clung to the darkest places seemed to roil with fury. The energy that flowed off Vyrmior like an aura of hatred pulsed like a heartbeat made manifest.

      “I know you saw everything that I saw,” Erron stated. “I also know that you lied about being able to see things through the eyes of the fiends I raise.”

      There was not even the hint of a smile on Vyrmior’s face. It was set in a grim mask, her dark eyes black and gazing at Erron, like she was trying to figure out whether she wanted to embrace him or destroy him. Erron figured that wasn’t that far from the truth of the matter.

      It was time for the veil of secrecy between Erron and Vyrmior to come crashing down. “I know more than you think I do. I know that Nekros was your first apprentice, and I know what you have planned for me.”

      “Oh, and what is that, young one?” Vyrmior asked.

      “I know that you need a new body. Your bones are buried beneath my farm. You tried to take over Doomwhisper’s body, and he tried to take the power of your soul. Both of you failed. Now you’re preparing my body to become a strengthened vessel for your soul.”

      Vyrmior just kept staring at Erron, but a small smile began to spread across her face. “So, Mazurak’s spirit has also somehow endured.”

      That comment made Erron blink. Something he’d said tipped her off. “Am I wrong?”

      “I long ago realized that the body of a mortal would not be able to house the pure power of my soul. Though I was killed in The Quelling and rekindled by a necromancer who vastly overestimated his own power, my soul has lost none of its potency. If I were to try to take your body for my own, it would simply be torn apart. Less than useless.”

      “So, why are you doing this? Why are you giving me some of your power?” Erron asked.

      “There is something within you that I don't quite understand. It is impossible, and yet I felt it the very first moment you dreamed above my temple. I wished to explore this unique trait, and the only way I could do this was by connecting with you.”

      “What unique trait are you talking about?” Suddenly, Erron thought about the revelations he’d had about his past. His name wasn’t actually Erron Vangian, it was Wilhelm DeMorlin, and his entire family had been wiped out by the Scalebane Scryers. But why would they want his family dead?

      Then another revelation hit him like a freight train. The Scryers killed those who served the ancient draconic clutchmothers, the ones tainted by their influence. Had his family been in league with the dragons?

      “I see echoes of your real nightmares every time I visit you,” Vyrmior said. “People burning in towers, ignited with green flames. They’ve gotten stronger since your friends arrived, even though you use the lavender oil to keep me away. Your nightmares still burn, even though your waking mind does not remember them. Sometimes I watch your dreams, even though you block me from speaking with you.”

      “I don’t want you in my head without my permission!” Erron shouted. The anger bubbled up from within him unbidden, with a force behind it that he didn’t understand. A wave of fury rushed out from him, and the force of it disrupted the dark aura that rose from Vyrmior’s robes.

      Her eyes widened in surprise. “How did you do that?”

      “I, I don’t know,” Erron said. He looked down at his hands, which shook in front of him. Wisps of what looked like smoke rose from his skin.

      “You should have no power here,” Vyrmior said, a sudden fear etched on her face. “This is my domain. Only we dragons can enter the minds of mortals, and you should not be able to affect me here.”

      “Yeah, well, I'm starting to think that maybe there's a little more to my family history than I originally thought. I've been doing some research about the end of the great clutchmothers during The Quelling. The Order of Dragonslayers used the blood of dragons to empower themselves, right? Those families kept that strength over the generations, but it grew weaker as time passed. Now it is thousands of years later, and that influence has all but waned. Perhaps. I think I might be descended from one of those families. Is that what you sensed within me?”

      “I sensed the touch of another dragon, yes. Which one? I cannot tell. It is not necessarily their blood that runs through your veins, but their influence is clear on your soul. There are many ways that a dragon can affect the life of a mortal, and many of these can be passed down from mother to daughter, or father to son.”

      “Well, I guess it's better to know,” Erron said, and suddenly knew that he needed to go and research the DeMorlin line to see how far back it went, and what the history of his family was. “So that's why you chose me? You could sense this influence?”

      “Yes. I thought that perhaps a mortal body that was still strengthened by draconic spirit might be strong enough to act as a new vessel for my soul.”

      “Well, I hate to break this to you, but I'm using this vessel. I intend to continue using this vessel until I die of old age with a smile on my face. If me staying here at Hope’s End is going to guarantee that you're going to try and steal my body for yourself, I will wage war on you and find a way to extinguish your soul forever.”

      Vyrmior laughed at this proclamation. “The flames of dragonkind are eternal. Even if you were to physically extinguish my soulfire, which is still burning in the temple beneath your feet, I would simply wait until I was rekindled elsewhere. We are the fires that burn through eternity. Whereas, you? You are but a smoking ember waiting to go out.”

      “You're not leaving me with many positive choices here, Vyrmior.” Erron let the use of her real name linger in the air between them for a few moments for effect. “That's right, I know who you really are. I guess we're just laying all of our secrets out on the table now, aren't we?”

      “There is no point hiding anything from one another. We would both find out eventually anyway. That is the nature of our bond. The closer you and I grow, the more open we will be to each other. I have experienced some of your nightmares myself, but I am glad that you have not experienced any of mine. If your nightmares cause you to wake in the middle of the night drenched in sweat, clutching at your skin as if it crisps on your bones, my nightmares would kill you in your sleep.”

      Erron swallowed nervously. “Well, I did come here with a purpose. I need to hand in those two quests you’ve given me, but you surely know of the threat that Nekros Doomwhisper has made. You saw it through the eyes of the fiends, yes? You saw our fight?”

      “Yes, I am aware of what Doomwhisper has said. He will not succeed. The completion of those two quests will give you an extra two fiends to hold in your domination cap, and I will give you another few quests that will enhance your domination capabilities ever further. Make no mistake, young one. Doomwhisper’s spirit has lost none of its potency over the years. He is a formidable opponent, but together we shall prepare for his coming.”

      “How many zombies can he summon at once? What kind of force am I looking at having to defend myself against here?”

      “Unfortunately, necromancers are not limited in the same way that Forgers are. That is what you are, Erron Vangian. A Forger. It is a school of necromancy, yes, but far more potent than the shambling corpses Doomwhisper can muster. You’ve completed two quests, so I shall bestow their benefit on you now.”

      A pair of notifications rolled by. The two quests, Investigate Doomwhisper’s Barrow and Fiendish Combat Training were both completed, and Erron’s domination cap rose by two. He could now have eleven fiends under his control at any given time.

      The rewards from these two quests were simple, but Erron didn’t receive them right away. He received two locations on his map of places where these artifacts could be found.

      Vyrmior spoke as Erron looked over the rewards. “The first reward is a Construct Heartstone. You can use this to animate a fiend that is primarily made of constructed materials. It will animate whatever you bury it with, but it cannot be retrieved if the fiend falls. So choose wisely.”

      Erron’s eyes boggled at the strange translucent heart that floated in the air in front of him. It didn’t have all of the steam release pipes of gnomish engineering design, but it was clearly not biological. Creating his own construct would have a huge undertaking.

      “Could I use this in place of the heart of a biological creature, with additions?” Erron asked.

      “A fusion of flesh and machinery?” Vyrmior replied. “That would work. It’s not how it’s intended to be used, but it would work. The next is the weapon I promised you, and you should give this to the commander of your soldiers. It is called the Blade of the Dark Reaver, and serves two powerful purposes. Firstly, it can absorb some of the soul energy of any living creature it cuts. Secondly, it can release that soul energy as either necrotic or healing energy, damaging foes or healing friendly targets at the will of the wielder. This blade only awakens when buried with a corpse and rises again as a fiend.”

      “That sounds incredibly powerful, but it needs to be held in the right hands. A loyal fiend, a commander, like you said.”

      “Precisely. Now the bonus reward, you will need to see it for yourself. I’ve just marked its location on your map, but it may be guarded.”

      “You didn’t say I’d have to work for the bonus reward,” Erron said.

      “Believe me, it will be worth the effort,” Vyrmior said.

      “Before I go, I’d like to ask your opinion on something. What kind of capabilities should I prepare my defenses for? What can Doomwhisper do?”

      “You may need to pay a visit to your friend Mazurak to discuss the beast he put in control of that tomb. Vragas, I believe its name was. I helped him with the design, but I believe something went wrong in the creation process. Vragas was meant to absorb necrotic shadow magic and siphon it away from Doomwhisper, but clearly something happened to stop it from working.”

      Erron nodded. “I’ll do that.”

      “Zombies are crude things. They cannot think, cannot reason, and cannot engage in the higher brain functions needed for complex orders. He will try to overrun you with numbers, and you must be ready for that. I do not know what direction he will approach from, but give thought to your farm. Do not allow them to destroy the good things you have built.”

      Erron looked at Vyrmior in a new light then. She’d never mentioned the farm or the things that he was doing there before. The way she spoke just then, it was almost like there was a kindness in her voice. What in the Five Kingdoms was going on?

      “I’ll harvest as much as I can and sell it to Harrow. Then I’ll try to funnel any invading force around the fields. Or maybe I could use some of the natural resources from around the place to make some traps.”

      “Whatever you do, I would not delay. Here, I’ll give you a suite of other quests that should let you bolster your domination cap, and deliver some more useful tools. You’re about to power level your fiend forging skill. But don’t forget about the other quest I’ve set for you. Those fiends will help you in the fight to come. I promise.”

      Three new quests appeared in Erron’s quest log: Mountain Trolls Must Die, Thinning The Pack, and New Fiends, Arise!

      Each of these quests were straightforward. The first was to kill three mountain trolls, which were already formidable opponents. The second quest was to kill twenty-five wolves, which wouldn’t be too hard. The third and final new quest was for Erron to raise ten new fiends. Each of these quests were accompanied by a reward that promised one more domination cap spot, and more valuable items for fiend forging.

      Erron settled for a summary of what experience he gained overnight, and it was a mix of Farming, Foraging, Combat, Survival, and Fiend Forging.  Foraging and Survival both leveled up to Level 5, and brought with them effects that made both more powerful.

      Foraging got a significant boost thanks to the quality and quantity of the voidbloom that was harvested. Survival Level 5 brought with it an update to Ranger’s Step (Rank 2), which reduced the noise when hunting prey animals, and Skinning Efficiency (Rank 2), which made pelts that Erron skinned from slain prey slightly higher quality.

      He headed back out into the compound with renewed purpose. Breakfast was a quick affair, but Erron used the opportunity to bring all of his friends up to speed with what he knew. The cat was out of the bag when it came to the true nature of Vyrmior, otherwise known as the Night Matron. Agatha was not happy.

      “I cannot believe you hid something from us again, Erron,” Agatha said.

      “I know, and I’m sorry, but I did it because I thought I was trying to protect you. I didn’t know how far down this rabbit hole you all were going to go. I didn’t want you to get so involved that you couldn’t leave if you wanted a clean break, you know?”

      Agatha shook her head. “Erron, I’ve learned more shadow magic in practice from what’s happening here at your farm than I would have learned in a year at Dumaveil Academy. When I finally save up enough for tuition, they’ll have to accept me as a second- or a third-year student. But I’d be even further along if I knew exactly what I was dealing with!”

      “No more secrets, Erron,” Jenath said.

      Erron sighed. “I’m stuck, guys. Honestly, there are things about myself that even I’m not quite sure of. Like, I think I know why Fendral was so angry at me leaving. The arcane core helped me unlock some memories that I had repressed way down deep, and I found out that Fendral actually put a magical memory block on me. Anything from before the age of ten is just gone.”

      “What the Hells?” Sellis asked.

      “I was as shocked as you are when I found out,” Erron said.

      Agatha suddenly looked pensive. “What hope do we have if the leader of The Exiles was keeping secrets from us as well?”

      “You can’t trust anybody in this world,” Jenath said as she reached up to give Lyra the hawk a scratch on the head. “Well, mostly nobody.”

      Lyra keened in agreement.

      “You can trust me. But I’m starting to wonder whether I can trust myself,” Erron said.

      “Maybe this right here is what we all need to trust,” Sellis said. “Us. We need to trust each other. No more secrets between any of us, okay?”

      Agatha sighed. “Okay. I guess it’s my turn to come clean, then.”

      All eyes swiveled in Agatha’s direction. She took a few moments to consider her words carefully before she spoke, as though she knew that what she was about to say would shatter their hard-won peace.

      “While we were in Dragonspine Keep, I sent a missive to the Mage Council of Lutheron Lake. I told them where we were,” Agatha said. Erron’s blood turned to ice in his veins, and the look on his face must have betrayed how he felt inside.

      “What have you done?” Jenath asked. “I was there, Agatha! Why did you do this?”

      “I was hoping that I’d have my charm finished by the time their dreadmages arrived! I swear I can make it so that they can take their core back without killing you. That’s what I’ve been working on, Erron! Interrupt the flow of magic so they can take that thing out of you, and we can all stay here! We can live on, and keep doing what we’re doing. I don’t want to leave.”

      Erron went very quiet. This wasn’t a problem he needed right now, in addition to the mountain issues that were already piling up at his door.

      “Agatha, you don’t understand. The core is the key to all of this,” Erron said as he motioned to the growing farm around him. The core pulsed, which illuminated his right hand with a cool inner glow. “The monsters, the construction interface, everything is because of the core. Without it, all of this could go away. You don’t know what you’ve done.”

      “I was trying to save my friend!” Agatha shouted. “You have completely ignored what you did to us. What you did to The Exiles. You’re so focused on building this new life that you’re so happy to throw away everything from your old one!”

      “It’s not like that. There’s more to what I learned from my earliest memories. My name isn’t really Erron Vangian. It’s Wilhelm DeMorlin.”

      Jenath sucked in a breath of air, like she’d been burned. “No. The DeMorlins were all killed. Burned alive in Windamere Keep.”

      “Apparently not all of them. Fendral escaped with me, blocked my memories using some kind of spell, and called me Erron Vangian. That life that I ran away from, Agatha? It was never mine to begin with.”

      “I’m sorry, okay? I thought I was doing the right thing, but obviously, I’ve just messed it all up again. What are we going to do?” Agatha asked.

      Erron sighed. “I have some ideas. It took you all about two weeks to get here, right? We might have some time before the dreadmages arrive. That charm you’re talking about, I want you to work on it and figure it out. But I want you to see if you can alter it a little to see if you can make something that can lock someone’s own magical powers away from them while they’re affected by it. If we can take the dreadmages’ powers away from them, we may be able to talk this out without things turning to bloodshed.”

      “Okay, I will. I’ll have to use some of that voidbloom,” Agatha said. “I’ll distill it into a mind-expanding elixir. It should give me the boost I need to figure this out.”

      “Good. Sellis, I want you to take the other two boxes of voidbloom to Hazel Wormwood and sell them. Bring the crowns back, and we’ll invest these into better defenses for Hope’s End. We are beset by enemies on every side. It’s time for us to defend what is ours.”
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      Before Erron left for Mazurak’s tower, he asked Agatha to explain the elements she used in her charm. He hadn’t yet chosen a research focus for the day, so he decided to set it as magical charm creation, hoping that he might discover something in his discussions with Agatha and Mazurak. He had to admit the existence of the tower, though anyone with a pair of eyes would be able to see the top of it sticking out above the forest canopy. Erron did have to warn her about the death field that surrounded it.

      The charm amulet was a complex design, but Agatha did her best to explain it to Erron.

      “You see this? This sapphire is the core crystal. Almost any crystal will do as long as it’s infused with the right magic, and the correct runes are etched around the sides of the crystal. Now this crystal core acts as the gatekeeper of the charm. It uses part of the magical energy it’s meant to block to power the effect,” Agatha explained. “But it only works when the right runes are inscribed. Empowered runes control the direction of flow. See these ones? They restrict the flow of magic out of a person.”

      Erron nodded, trying to follow along. Arcoria was taking in all of this information as Agatha explained, and she would be able to articulate this better than he ever could when they talked with Mazurak Harkin later.

      “Next, there’s the enchanted silver filigree. It’s woven around the sapphire, touching each of the runes allowing magical energy to flow all throughout the control runes. The silver is essential. Gold would be better, as it conducts magical energy with even greater efficiency, but there’s very little gold I can easily get my hands on. I melted down one of my own silver pendants to make this one.”

      “If you need gold, I’m sure we can find some,” Erron said. “Even if we have to hunt down some fat bandits. So all of this internal stuff, it’s not actually the crystal that directs the function of the charm? It’s the runes?”

      “Yes, but that’s not the only set of runes. This amulet housing is made of ironbark, which is a tough and magic resistant bark you can find in the forest. The inside of these sections of bark are inscribed with another set of runes, which makes sure that the target of the charm’s effects is limited to the person wearing it. Both sets of runes focus the scope of what the charm can affect.”

      Agatha held it up and allowed the pendant to spin around as it dangled from a leather strap. “Do you want to take it with you?”

      “The arcane core can retrieve the information, so there’s no need. Plus, I’m not sure how the amulet would interact with some of the magical defenses out there at the tower.”

      “I’m sure this one works, but I just don’t know if it’s powerful enough.”

      “What was your thought process with this? How was this charm going to save me from the Mage Council?” Erron asked, still trying to understand why Agatha had written to the council at all.

      “If they came here, they would kill you to take it back. They told Fendral as much. It’s half the reason why he allowed us to come. Whatever he did to you, and whatever secrets he hid, he doesn’t want you to come to harm, Erron.”

      Erron scoffed. “Well, he failed.”

      “I was hoping that this charm would let the Mage Council extract the core from you, but leave the power inside you. They can take their core back, but you keep all the benefits.”

      Erron suddenly looked up. “Do you think that could work?”

      “Maybe? If your ghost in the tower knows magic, he’ll probably know more than I do. Oh, I’d love to talk to him about this. Are you sure you can’t put in a good word?” Agatha asked.

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      The worst part was that Erron could see exactly why Agatha did what she did. He appreciated that she was trying to figure out a way for him to keep this power while also stopping himself from being hunted down by the Mage Council, but he just wished that she’d discussed it with him first.

      They would find a way through this, Erron was sure of it.

      He left Jenath in charge of harvesting the crops that were ready, and of coming up with a plan with Anton Verj about how they were going to structure their defenses. Sellis was heading into Harrow, and Agatha was set to keep working on her charm.

      Before he departed, Erron approached Anton. “You know that thing we discussed the other day, with Griselda? The time has come for us to forge new fiends, and I’ll need bodies to do that. Can you make arrangements with Griselda as soon as possible?”

      “Why, yes,” Anton replied. “I have already sent her correspondence, and she has sent word that she will be here in the afternoon to discuss things in further detail.”

      Erron nodded. That would do just fine. “I’ll make sure I’m back after lunch.”

      He then mounted Swiftwind, and headed in the direction of Mazurak Harkin’s tower. He commanded his two imps to accompany him to keep him safe. He also had some artifacts to retrieve, and they were all deep within the forest.

      The morning sun filtered through the trees, casting dappled light on the forest floor. Erron’s mind was full of everything that had happened recently – his hidden family history, Vyrmior’s plans, Agatha’s betrayal. But right at that moment, he focused on the first task at hand: retrieving the Blade of the Dark Reaver.

      The location marked on his map led deep into the forest, just a little out of the way in the direction of Mazurak’s tower. There was a cave marked here from when his fleshwargs went on hunting and exploration expeditions, but Erron himself had never ventured into it before.

      After he arrived at the place marked on his map, Erron dismounted Swiftwind and entered the cave.  There was a feeling in the air, very similar to how he felt when he was in Doomwhisper’s barrow. A smell of disease and rot permeated the air. The further he went in, the stronger that feeling grew.

      Around a corner, further on down the passage, Erron saw the remains of a warrior. There was a suit of ancient tarnished armor propped against the cave wall, with a desiccated skeleton still within. Grasped in its bony hands was a terrifying longsword with a jagged black blade, still stained with some dark ichor. This was the Blade of the Dark Reaver.

      The bones did not stir. Erron cautiously reached out to grasp the sword’s hilt.

      The moment Erron made contact, the skeleton collapsed into dust, leaving only the blade and the armor behind. The sword didn’t feel much different than a regular sword, but Vyrmior had said that its powers only truly awakened when it was buried and raised with a fiend. It probably needed her energy to act as a catalyst to fully awaken its powers.

      Erron took the scabbard from the skeleton’s armor and slid the blade into it. Erron was tempted to take the armor as well, but it was pretty beaten up. Not only did it have broken patches where rust had corroded it over the years, but there was a large puncture right in the center of the breastplate. That had probably been the killing blow, but somehow this warrior had the strength to crawl to this final resting place. The armor would do nothing but weigh Swiftwind down.

      Erron put his hand on the armor and Arcoria confirmed that it was junk, offering no benefits whatsoever. But that didn’t matter, because he had the sword. If he needed armor, he could procure some. He tied the Blade of the Dark Reaver to his hip and set off in the direction of Mazurak’s tower.

      The ghostly form of the old wizard was waiting for him when he walked through the death field and into the bottom of the tower.

      “Erron! I’ve been dying to speak with you. Tell me what has happened! I can feel Nekros Doomwhisper’s influence spreading its foul wings once again!”

      Erron grinned. “Dying? I thought you did that a few hundred years ago.”

      Mazurak blinked, then laughed to himself. “My boy, you have not lost your sense of humor. But now is not the time! Tell me!”

      They headed up into Mazurak’s study at the top of the tower, and Erron caught him up on everything that had happened. Erron and his friends were sitting in the center of a perfect storm, which looked like it would end in Erron’s death and the destruction of Hope’s End. Erron went into detail with the charm that Agatha constructed, and the intended purpose, and Mazurak took an intense interest in this.

      “I don’t recognize the runes she has used, but I am a few hundred years behind,” Mazurak admitted. “However, her design is fundamentally sound. But she is right that it’s not powerful enough to work in its current state. It might be best if I work on this with her. Do you trust Agatha?”

      “I trust that she always has the right intentions, but I don’t always trust her actions,” Erron admitted.

      “Hmph. I shall create new death fields which lock away the sections of my tower that I do not want her to access, but I feel like both she and I would benefit from this discussion.”

      “So you think it can be done?”

      “Oh yes. The design Agatha came up with is remarkably similar to the design of my own device that I planned to use to extract Vyrmior’s powers from her directly. We can absolutely repurpose it to get that arcane core out of you.”

      “But to keep the magic itself within me?”

      “Yes. The physical object and the enchantment are two different things, and I’m sure we can figure it out. Once the core itself is out of you, we’ll just make a new one. A fresh one, a blank slate for them to take back to their little mage council and leave you alone.”

      “You can do that?”

      “We can do that. I’ll need Agatha’s help to construct and test things, but yes. We should be able to manage it. However, I would suggest that we change the design from a pendant to a pair of gauntlets. Something that is grounded in the flesh of the body will make it far better,” Mazurak said.

      A sudden notification appeared in front of Erron.

      
        
        Research Breakthrough!

        Topic: Magical Charm Creation

        Breakthrough: Magical charm function toggle.

      

        

      
        Your discussions with your companions have inspired you. What is the point of a charm that limits the flow of magic in one direction, when you could control the flow of magic with a simple silver toggle?

      

        

      
        A magically conductive filament is required to make contact with the control runes in order for the item to function. Inscribing two different control runes, or two sets of control runes, that can be toggled between using a silver switch can give you even more functionality!

      

      

      Erron blinked at the notification. That was totally correct. They could absolutely use a silver switch to toggle between different modes.

      “Mazurak, about Agatha’s current model, we could use a switch to alter the function, couldn’t we? Turn the switch one way, the magic can’t be drawn out of the person wearing the charm. Turn the switch in the other direction, to a second set of control runes, suddenly, the person can’t draw on magic, right?”

      Mazurak’s ghost considered this for a moment. “Why, yes, I believe you’re right. If we introduced a third state, a null state, perhaps we could halt the flow of magic in or out of that person entirely. Oh, this is something to ponder further, my boy.”

      Erron nodded. “I’ll let you and Agatha work through that problem. Now, how in the Frozen Hells am I going to protect Hope’s End from Nekros Doomwhisper?”

      “I sensed the shift in the veil of death. I have been monitoring the flow of shadow magic along the ley line that travels through my tower, your farm, and all the way to lich’s tomb. Vragas my baleful beast, was built to intervene in that flow before it reached the lich’s phylactery, but clearly, something has happened. That does not bode well for us,” Mazurak replied, his voice carrying a grim note.

      “How can we protect Hope’s End?”

      “We will need barriers, both physical and magical. The walls and gates must be fortified and manned by your fiends and any able-bodied warriors who can protect your farm. They need weapons and training. Remember, against undead, their bodies will continue to attack until you destroy the soulfire within them. This will usually be within the chest cavity, unless Nekros has more exotic zombies in his arsenal.”

      “Jenath and I can handle the weapons and training. But what about the magical barriers?”

      “How much do you know about wardstones?”

      “Almost nothing. Some of the richer towns have them to deter monsters.”

      “Yes, precisely. Wardstones create invisible barriers that can protect an area. In my time, light magic wardstones were used to deter the undead from wandering into a town. They will burn the undead, causing damage to them as long as they remain within the stone’s circle of influence.”

      “That’ll slow them down. Do you have any resources on how we can go about making wardstones?”

      “I do. That bookshelf over there, second volume from the right.”

      Erron took the book off the shelf and ran his hands over the red leather cover. The words Fortifying Your Fortress: 100 Ways To Keep The Monsters Out were emblazoned on the cover. “I need to read this book in its entirety.”

      “You can take that one with you,” Mazurak said. “Give it to Agatha and get her started on wardstones. Chapter eight of that book covers them in great detail.”

      “I was also thinking that we need to build towers on the walls that surround the farmstead. We can have archers firing down at the undead from above.”

      “That could work. I would recommend having a source of fire in the towers, so you can ignite the undead.”

      Erron shook his head. “No, the whole compound is made of wood. One flaming zombie and the whole place would go up. Plus, they’d burn my crops to a crisp.”

      “My boy, I think there will be some rebuilding after this happens.”

      Erron sighed. “I know.”

      A quick flick through the book Fortifying Your Fortress book already gave Erron a dozen new ideas he wanted to explore.

      “One last thing, Erron. You and your fiends have to be the last line of defense. How many can you raise at a time now?”

      “After completing a few quests, I can have eleven fiends at a time. My steward is sourcing me some more bodies. Humanoid bodies, to raise as fighters.”

      “Ah, good. You should raise the ones you plan on having to fight for you as soon as possible. Level them up, make sure they are battle ready. An attack could come at any time.”

      “There’s one more quest Vyrmior wants me to complete. I need to raise a fiend that can split rocks without tools, and a soldier fiend that can inflict bleeding on an enemy.”

      “Ah, those are easy. Instead of burying a fiend with a tool like a pickaxe, cut the bottom of the arm off and put the pickaxe in its place. Instant tool arm. For the soldier one that inflicts bleeding, just wrap a soldier in all of those awful brambles that I assume still grow all over the farm. The fiend will have a thorns trait, where it shreds enemies and causes bleeding when they are attacked.”

      Erron nodded. “Sounds good. Thank you, Mazurak. I’ll get started on all of this right away.”

      “Send Agatha out when she’s ready. What does she look like? I’ll try not to fry her with death magic.”

      “She looks like a witch. Loves black, usually wears a large pointy hat. You won’t be able to miss her. Ask her about the pact she forged with her demonic patron. It’s the monster that lived under her bed as a little girl. If she tells you about Nzurthmoriagg, you’ll know it’s the right Agatha.”

      Mazurak’s eyes flew open in surprise “Nzurthmoriagg. Understood.”

      “Just don’t ask her anything else about her childhood, and definitely don’t bring up her father, okay? I know you’re already dead, but she’d probably find a way to bring you back just so she could kill you again.”

      A smile crept across Mazurak’s face. “Oh, I like her already.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The plan was coming together, but Erron was worried about the lack of time they had. It was now just over a month until the Festival of the Pumpkin Queen and he hadn't even begun to construct the Farice Wheel. Erron figured that he could kill two birds with one stone and factor in some of that construction into the defense of Hope’s End.

      Talking with the old wizard's ghost had taken a little longer than Erron expected it to, and by the time he was done, it was surely almost midday. The sun was high in the sky, but Erron still had two more stops to make. There were two more items for him to retrieve in the forest from the quests he’d completed the day before. The Construct Heartstone was a little further to the west, but Erron couldn’t see what was there on his map. Neither he nor his fiends had been there.

      The third and most mysterious of the artifacts, the one that Vyrmior wouldn’t provide any further information on but warned might be guarded, was a little to the south of the Construct Heartstone. The day was burning, but Erron needed those artifacts. Hopefully, Anton could keep Griselda the Gravekeeper entertained for a little while.

      Erron followed the winding path through the dense forest, guided by the marker on his map. On the way, Erron heard the telltale howls of wolves. They were still quite a way from Erron, and Arcoria provided an estimate of where they may possibly be. They were off to the south, so if Erron continued on toward the location of the Construct Heartstone without deviating to the south, he might be able to avoid them, though killing some wolves would help with another quest that Vyrmior had set for him.

      The path finally led him to a picturesque clearing, where a small log cabin stood. Nature had begun to retake it, with moss and vines covering most of the structure. That this place had gone unnoticed for so long was a surprise.

      He dismounted from Swiftwind and made the two imps stand sentry outside the cabin. Approaching the cabin with caution, Erron reached for the door handle. The door opened with a creak that seemed to echo throughout the tiny cabin. A musty smell filled the air as he stepped inside, his boots creaking on the old floorboards.

      The interior of the cabin was simple, yet it had a homely charm. A worn rug lay before a fireplace filled with ashes, a rocking chair sat nearby, and a small dining table was set for one. The plate, bowl, and cup that sat on the table didn’t look like it had been touched in years.

      There was a figure sitting at the lone chair next to the table. What appeared to be a golem made of clay and wood was frozen in a pose that suggested it was reaching for something.

      A pang of sorrow struck Erron's heart as he moved closer. The golem's eyes were hollow pits carved into the clay, but there was a serenity in its face. The golem’s face had been carved into a pleasant smile, which looked macabre on its face now that it was non-functional.

      Erron carefully examined the golem, noticing the intricate runes and artistry that had gone into its creation. He recognized some of these techniques now that Agatha had shown him how magical runes worked, and for some of them Arcoria even displayed their names along with their function.

      He found the Construct Heartstone embedded in the golem's chest, still faintly glowing with residual magic. The glow seemed to pulse, as if it held the last memories of the golem's existence. It reminded Erron somewhat of how the arcane core had appeared before he touched it and it fused with him.

      He took one last look at the golem, now just a lifeless husk. From the cabin it had created and the bits and pieces of a life it had cobbled together from nothing, Erron would see it had lived a life. But who had created it? And what had its purpose been? A simple life was something that Erron himself longed for.

      Erron left the cabin, carrying the Construct Heartstone, then set out for the final artifact. The mysterious promise of something that would powerfully change one of Erron’s fiends. The map led Erron south, and Arcoria fired off a warning that he was heading into the direction that wolves had been detected in previously. Well, the next reward was down there, so there was no other option.

      He soon found the pack of wolves, which consisted of three individuals. One scarred alpha that was well past his prime and two juvenile males. Erron was almost going to pass by without killing the wolves, but the alpha suddenly rushed at him.

      Swiftwind reared up and delivered a cracking kick right into the alpha’s head. The imps, who were following along in the trees, fired down a rain of poison arrows at the two juvenile wolves, and they soon succumbed. The fight was over quickly, and Erron loaded all three of the wolves onto the back of Swiftwind. The alpha was an old, skinny thing. The juveniles showed signs of being bitten by a bigger wolf, so these three had likely been ejected from a larger pack for being old or weak.

      Erron continued on toward the next map location, and it brought him to an escarpment, which rose up into a cliff face. From the bottom of the incline, Erron thought he could see a shrine or something similar up there at roughly the place his map marker indicated, so he turned Swiftwind in that direction.

      When he reached the shrine, for that was indeed what it was, he saw something strange. Above the shrine floated a small bell, its surface gleaming with an ethereal glow. Erron had no idea what that bell was, or how it could be floating all by itself.

      As Erron dismounted and approached the bell, Erron could feel something in the air wasn’t right. There was a malignant taint to the atmosphere, like the bell was waiting for him to reach out and take it. Surely enough, the ground began to shake, and small rocks fell from the cliff above. Dark energy suddenly swirled around the bell and a monstrous figure formed from nothing. A new quest appeared in front of Erron.

      
        
        Defeat the Guardian of the Phantom Bell!

        The Malignant Phantasm strikes! Defeat it to take your prize. I never said this was going to be easy.

      

      

      Erron's instincts kicked in, and he drew his weapon, ready to face the monstrous creature.  The phantasm roared, a sound that shook the very air. It had an ethereal form first, almost like a green shadow made of harmful magical energy. Then a physical body formed around the spirit, as though the power willed the flesh into existence. The eyes were dark pits of burning green, like the scum that was found on the surface of a stagnant swamp.

      A fierce battle ensued, with Erron dodging and weaving, using his agility to stay ahead of the phantasm’s relentless attacks. He blocked swipes of the phantasm’s clawed hands with his sword, while the imps fired poison arrows down at it from the sides of the cliff.

      Despite the creature's power, Erron managed to land a series of decisive blows, weakening the phantasm's physical form. It stumbled, its movements becoming erratic, but its spirit remained unbroken. The slashes that severed flesh from bone left lingering green shadow behind, like the flesh was just a casing for the shadow within.

      Finally, Erron managed to slay the physical form of the phantasm. Its body collapsed, crumbling into dust, but its spirit remained, a dark and menacing presence that refused to be vanquished.

      The spirit of the phantasm attacked Erron, its ethereal form passing through solid matter, striking at him with unseen force. Erron slashed at the phantasm, but his strikes went through its non-corporeal form. How in the world was Erron going to fight something that he couldn’t hit?

      Erron was suddenly hit with a debuff called Terrified. His movement speed and attack speed had both been reduced by 50%, and the debuff affected both of his imps as well. Their arrows just passed through the spirit body of the phantasm, and Erron wondered if this was the end. He had one more thing to try, and he didn’t know if it was going to work. He pulled the Blade of the Dark Reaver from its scabbard and tried to block the phantasm’s attacks.

      To Erron’s surprise, the blade stopped the ghostly apparition from swiping its clawed hands at him! The blade needed a fiend to achieve its full potential, but seemed as though it still possessed some benefit defending against ghosts.

      The phantasm continued attacking until, suddenly, the energy holding its spirit together waned, and it frayed into nothingness in front of his eyes. The bell, which was glowing and floating above the shrine only moments before, was now lying on its side on the shrine.

      Erron took the bell and a new information window appeared.

      
        
        Phantom Bell

      

        

      
        Burying this powerful artifact with a fiend will imbue it with a special attribute: Phantasmal.

      

        

      
        The fiend itself will be a spirit, but its power will forge a physical body that will encase the spirit. When the physical body dies, the spectral body will affect any enemies it passes through with the Terrified debuff, reducing movement speed and attack speed. It may also affect enemies with Fear, which will cause them to flee from battle.

      

        

      
        Any fiend with the Phantasmal attribute will reconstruct their bodies over time once they are destroyed. If their spiritual form is destroyed, then your fiend shall perish forever.

      

      

      Erron grinned as he read this information and slipped the phantom bell into his pocket, and set out for Hope’s End. Erron headed back through the forest to the road, so he could make better time getting back to the farm. When he arrived, he found a wagon that clearly had a number of bodies in the back, wrapped in blood-soaked sheets.

      “Ah, there he is!” Anton enthused as Erron headed toward the barn to stable Swiftwind.

      Erron wasn’t sure what he’d expected Griselda to look like, but he had most definitely not expected her to be a half-orc woman with long black hair tied back into a warrior’s tail. Tusk size could vary among half-orcs, and Griselda’s were tiny. They barely jutted up from her lower jaw unless she spoke.

      “Anton has been negotiating the terms of our agreement on your behalf,” Griselda said, and Erron was surprised at how well-articulated she was. The no-nonsense clothes she wore spoke of a focus on the practical that Erron could appreciate.

      “He is a shrewd negotiator. I hope the terms will be mutually beneficial?”

      Griselda grunted, but it was a pleasant grunt, not a dismissal. “I’ve brought you some samples. Lots of bodies clogging up the mortuary with the change in management of Harrow. Unfortunately, lots of people who matter. Townsguard and other good people. Someone needs to do something about that Corvin.” Griselda shot a knowing look at Anton. “These four? I’ve got a half-orc, two humans, and an elf for you. All wanderers or vagabonds. Nobody will miss them, and they would have just gone into the fire.”

      “What do I owe you for them?” Erron asked.

      Griselda narrowed her eyes into slits. “I want you to get rid of Corvin Garthanon. He’s a blight on a town that gave me a second chance. I don’t need money. Business is booming right now, and Corvin is paying me very well to keep my mouth shut about the amount of bodies he’s sending out my way. Just keep me factored into any plans you have about bringing peace back to Harrow, and I’ll furnish you with all the bodies you need.”

      “Thank you, Griselda. I appreciate that. I would also appreciate your discretion about this arrangement,” Erron said.

      “Hope’s End is cursed. Everybody knows it. I stay far away from this place, just like everybody else. From now on, you can send one of your friends here to come pick up the bodies. Come every second day, and I’ll more than likely have some fresh ones for you.”

      “So let me get this straight, you’re going to furnish us with bodies, and you don’t want to be paid for it?” Erron asked.

      “There are many bodies, and not enough time to bury them all. Nobody cares about the wanderers,” Griselda said cryptically. “I’m more focused on the ones that get me paid. If the bodies of others go missing, then that’s one less problem I need to deal with.”

      “She will be very discreet, Master Vangian,” Anton said.

      “I believe this will work for all involved. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Griselda.”

      “Meet? Master Vangian, we’ve never met before, and I’m not sure why you would think that we have,” Griselda said with a wry smile.

      Erron nodded in understanding. He watched as Griselda took two of the bodies out of the cart, one in each arm, and placed them down on the ground. She unloaded the last two bodies and placed them on top of the other two. Without another word, she departed.

      “That went well,” Erron said.

      “I believe the relationship will be mutually beneficial for all of us,” Anton said. “You would not believe the undercurrent of discontent rising through all of Harrow against Corvin Garthanon. We need to be ready to make our move when the time is right.”

      With the rest of the afternoon at his disposal, Erron knew that he needed to plan the fiends he would raise in the morning. He now had four potential warriors waiting to be risen, and three super powerful items that would give his new fiends brand new abilities.

      Along with the four new bodies, he also had three wolves he could use to experiment with. The two fiends he needed to forge for Vyrmior’s last quest were simple, and Mazurak had given him some ideas for how to make these.

      He knew that burying an elf would result in a fiend called a withered. A withered probably wasn’t the best frame for putting a bleed effect on, though. Not when it would need to take hits and survive for it to be most useful. The next he needed to forge was a fiend that could break rocks without the need of extra tools. But was it a human that Erron should base the fiend off, or should he use the half-orc? The half-orc’s built-in strength would make it easier to break rocks, but that strength could be better served by turning the half-orc into a front line soldier.

      Clobber was a powerhouse, it was true, but Erron hadn’t guided his rise as a fiend at all. He had a chance to bring forth another savage orc that could act as a battlefield commander. If he infused it with the Blade of the Dark Reaver, then this commander fiend could absorb the necrotic energy of every enemy he killed and use it to heal his fellow fiends, or destroy his foes. Perhaps Erron could figure out a way to give the orc a bleed effect too. It was far more likely to be able to take physical attacks and reflect the damage back.

      Then there was the construct heartstone and the phantom bell. Both of those required further consideration. Erron decided to think it all over while he started working on a construction project. Clobber and Tomas helped him with all the heavy lifting, while Jenath came out to watch. Sellis still hadn’t returned from selling the voidbloom, and Agatha was locked away in her chambers brewing the mind-expanding elixirs.

      Using Arcoria’s construction interface, Erron selected a battlement design that could be built inside the walls of the Hope’s End compound. The towers would serve as a place where his friends and his monsters could fire down on an encroaching zombie horde from any direction. Speed was of the essence, and Erron wanted to get most of the towers built that day. There was no telling when Nekros Doomwhisper would come with his army.

      The design was simple. There was a wooden ladder that led up to a platform that was just below the height of the outer walls. Whoever was up there could duck behind the outside walls to avoid any ranged attacks, and pop up to rain down arrows from above. Erron ensured the towers were wide enough to fit three humans fighting side by side, or half a dozen forest imps. Whatever fiends Erron forged, he would ensure to bury them with both melee and ranged weapons to ensure they inherited those weapon characteristics.

      The first tower went up, and Erron climbed the ladder and stood. The outside wall still covered him from the chest down, and the floor of the towers seemed to be sturdy enough. He had built this first one overlooking the fields to the south of the Hope’s End compound, and then moved on to build another at the north end.

      Clobber and Tomas brought all of the wood that Erron needed, with the big orc and the revenant holding it all in place while Erron tied it all together with woven fiber. There was still quite a lot of metalwork that Erron was waiting to receive from Edric Stormhammer, but that would all come in time. Some nails would have been mighty handy… Doomwhisper could attack at any point, so Erron needed to work with what he had. Not having the right kind of defenses because he was waiting for nails? No, he wouldn’t fall because of that.

      By the time the sun began to hang low on the horizon, all four of the towers had been completed. The two gates that led out of the Hope’s End compound were to the north and the south, and Erron had built a tower on the left side of each. If he had enough time over the coming days, he decided that he would like to also make a tower on the opposite side. That would then give him the opportunity to coordinate defenses if the zombies came at him in one great horde from a single direction. Based on what he knew, Doomwhisper would probably try something different.

      There was one thing that Erron was afraid of, and that was what he had witnessed inside Doomwhisper’s Barrow. The zombies had crawled out of the ground, and the bottom of the Hope’s End compound was dirt. If they managed to tunnel up from beneath, then that would be a massive problem.

      Sellis arrived as the sun was setting, and she carried a coin purse that was laden with crowns. “Erron! Hey, so, Hazel didn’t actually have enough money to pay me for all of the voidblooms. You should have seen her face! She gave me an consignment note, and that she would bring the rest of the coin out to the farm in the coming days.”

      Erron nodded. “If it was anyone but Hazel, I would have been skeptical that she’d follow through.”

      “Oh, she already wants to pay us to go and get more for her. Those flowers are so sought after that all the mage councils across the Five Kingdoms want them.”

      “Maybe we should figure out how to grow them ourselves,” Erron suggested.

      After dinner was finished, Erron set about the grisly task of preparing the bodies for burial, so he would have more fiends for his fighting forces in the morning.
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      When Erron stood in front of the fiend pit, trying to plan out what he wanted to do with the bodies, knew that he would only be able to forge one or two fiends a day for the next little while. He currently had nine fiends under his domination cap, with two slots free. He planned on using the Blade of the Dark Reaver and the Phantom Bell to forge powerful monsters, but he also had lots of practical work that needed doing around the farm as well. Erron finally decided on forging one powerful combat fiend per day, as well as a worker.

      Erron buried the body of the half-orc first, but Agatha’s usage of ironbark in the construction of her powerful charm had inspired him to do something similar with the half-orc. Erron placed the half-orc into the ground, with the help of Clobber and Tomas, and closed the corpse’s fingers around the dark reaver’s blade. Erron then placed a large shield in the half-orc’s other hand.

      This shield was covered in ironbark, in addition to the regular armor. Erron wove bramble vines all over the shield, and in and out of the ironbark, hoping that it would imbue the risen fiend with a shield that would cause bleeding damage to those that attacked it.

      The second corpse he buried was a more grisly affair. Griselda delivered two human bodies; one man and one woman. The male was fit and healthy, but had a series of stab wounds across his chest and abdomen. He had absolutely been murdered. The woman, however, looked like she had wasted away with some kind of sickness. She barely had any meat on her bones, and there were lesions all across her body. Erron almost didn’t want to touch her, but Agatha chimed in and said she had a charm that Erron could wear to ward off infections. He just needed to wear it overnight.

      Erron buried the man, but only after cutting off the man’s hands just below the elbow. It had taken a mighty swing of the lumber axe to separate the arms from the body. He then strapped a pair of pickaxes to the body’s arms before burying them both.

      All going to plan, Erron would complete Vyrmior’s other major quest overnight. Erron worked late into the night, shoring up the defenses of Hope’s End. He added more support beams to the inside of the walls, so even if a hundred zombies pushed on the walls, they would stay right where they were. They were only made of wood, however, so they wouldn’t hold up to a relentless assault.

      He used Arcoria’s custom schematic interface to plan out his Farice Wheel. Arcoria gave him some suggestions along the way, around the stability necessary depending on the size of the wheel. Building a Farice Wheel seemed more likely to assist with his defense strategy. If he built it high enough, it could act as an early warning system for the encroaching zombie horde. He could place a fiend up there, and their only job would be to keep a lookout.

      With Arcoria’s help, Erron managed to get a crude design ready. It wouldn’t be anything close to the version he would take to the Festival of the Pumpkin Queen when the time came, but it would do for his current purposes. His design was the supports that kept the wheel grounded, a mechanism on the inside that his revenants or his friends could turn, and a wheel that had four platforms that could be rotated as needed.

      Erron asked Arcoria to start capturing some of these elements that he might be able to use in other construction projects down the road. If he ever actually had to take the fight to the necromancer in his tomb, he would need a way to blast inside. That would likely need some kind of siege weapon.

      Erron went to bed when the moon was in the sky and again didn't put any lavender oil on his pillow. He needed to descend into the nightmare realm of Vyrmior in order to claim his rewards. Sure enough, when sleep eventually took him, he opened his eyes in the temple of the Night Matron. She did not seem as agitated as she had the last time he had seen her.

      “Hello, Erron Vangian. I see you have retrieved all of the rewards I left for you. I trust you are happy with the results?” She spoke with a pleased tone, as though Erron retrieving all of the items was a test in and of itself.

      “Honestly, yeah. I wasn't expecting anything that could do what the phantom bell does, and I plan on making a monster tomorrow once my domination cap has increased. I figure that I need to make a monster who is designed to be hurt in its physical form so that I get the greatest benefit of its inbuilt Phantasmal attribute. If I can have a monster that runs into a battle, the enemies think that they've killed it, but instead actually terrifies everything else on the battlefield and disrupts their power, that'll be enough to turn the tide. I hope.”

      “What kind of monster do you plan on utilizing for this?”

      “I want something that's going to be powerful by itself. If the physical body doesn't die, I still want it to be able to do quite a lot of damage, so I'm thinking of making another lycan, but this one is going to be using the base of an elf to give it a higher dexterity. It’ll turn into a withered lycan or something. I want to keep it mostly humanoid, but I figure if I wrap the elf body in a couple of wolf pelts, insert some of the wolf fangs into the elf 's mouth when I bury it, and bury some of the wolf's claws along with the hands and feet, that will have the effect that I'm looking for.”

      Vyrmior watched Erron with great intensity as he spoke. After he was done, he expected her to give some kind of criticism or comment, but she just remained there and continued to watch him intently.

      “Is that a good plan? A bad plan? Do you have any suggestions?” Erron asked.

      “For the intended purpose, that is an adequate plan. It would become a monster that has speed on its side, as well as the ability to defend itself with teeth and claws. But it's not an armored foe like your gnasher snapjaw, so it will absolutely unleash the power of the phantom bell as you intend it.”

      Despite everything that had happened between them, Erron was quietly pleased at Vyrmior’s approval. “I'm guessing that the monsters I've made yesterday meet your requirements?”

      “Wrapping the shield in brambles was an inspired touch. You’ve forged a very powerful fiend, and I would recommend being very careful when you fight him in the morning. Just remember that all of the monsters you forge are also made using shadow magic, and his blade will be thirsty. He will only bow to you if you manage to best him.”

      “I'll take your warning on board. But don't worry, I think we are going to manage. Now there was one other thing that I wanted to ask you about, and I'm worried that Doomwhisper will send his zombies to attack us under the ground. Do you think that he will be able to tunnel under the Hope’s End walls and get at us that way?”

      “I should think not. Doomwhisper knows that the soil is where my power dwells. If he sends his zombies to tunnel their way toward you, he knows that the shadow magic that animates them will be drawn into the soil and fed back into the ley line that runs beneath the farm. They won’t make it through the assault.”

      “Got it. Well, that's good news for me. So he'll be attacking by land, and we need to focus on making sure that we can defend ourselves against attack from any direction.”

      “The thing about necromancers and liches is that they believe that sheer numbers win battles. While that is mostly true, there is also the element of conscious thought to consider. While I won't tell you what to do and how to do it, I will say this: zombies will only follow the commands given by their master. If Doomwhisper is on the battlefield himself, it will be much more difficult to defend yourself against him. If he has not yet taken physical form, he will have to send his mindless hordes at you from afar. However, if he has managed to reconstitute a body, then things will be much more difficult. He will be able to react immediately and change tactics if he is experiencing significant losses.”

      “How likely do you think it is that he will be there on the battlefield?”

      “He will be there if he has physical form. The effects of the phantom bell are quite similar to the powers of a lich who exists in spirit form only. They will slowly rebuild a physical body over time as their power grows and concentrates, which is why I think Mazurak sent Vragas to watch over the tomb. I told him that his design was flawed, and Vragas wouldn't last more than a couple of centuries before Vragas became corrupted, and it appears that I've been proven correct.”

      Erron nodded. “Now, what about my rewards for completing that forging quest?”

      “Oh yes, the book.” Vyrmior held one of her slender hands out in front of her and a shadow billowed out of her palm. The shadow took the form of a leather-bound book, which she held out toward Erron. “Read this and learn from it. It would probably do you well to read through the section on hybrid fiends and fiend body types before you use the phantom bell. You'll probably discover some new tricks.”

      “I will. Is there anything else?”

      “Not from me. I am interested to see what happens when Doomwhisper finally attacks. I’m honestly not sure who will triumph.”

      “Thanks for your vote of confidence,” Erron scoffed. “You can send me back now.”

      The temple around Erron faded into nothingness as it crumbled away, leaving nothing but a moonlit sky above a hill. He had been skipping these daily meetings with Arcoria for some time, but after the revelations of what they might be able to do with the arcane core and the impending visit of the dreadmages from the Mage Council, Erron wanted to talk to her directly.

      “Good evening, Arcoria,” he said as he walked up the hill.

      She pulsed pleasantly in his presence. “Greetings, Erron. To what do I owe the pleasure of your visit?”

      “I know, it’s been a little while. I’ve just had a lot going on.”

      The daily summary appeared, and Erron gained a huge amount of experience in Academia, Commerce, Construction, Crafting, Fiend Forging, and Farming. All of these areas leveled up, which brought a slew of new effects. Farming contained a whole new slew of crafting recipes, which included deluxe fertilizer, moisture retaining additives for the soil, trellises to grow some types of crops on, as well as a basic improvement of the quality of all the produce he grew.

      Erron was getting better across the board in a whole host of different ways, but right at that moment, he had a burning conversation that he needed to have with Arcoria.

      Erron then began to tell Arcoria what Mazurak had said. She didn’t let him finish.

      “I know that Mazurak told you that you could remove the core, but I don’t want you to do that,” Arcoria said.

      Erron smiled. “I didn’t think that you could want anything? I thought you were just an arcane core.”

      “I don’t have any explanation for it, but I know that it’s not what I want, Erron. I don’t want you to take me out of you.”

      “Oh, I don’t want to take you out of me either. You’ve literally become one of the most important parts of my life. My farm, Hope’s End, wouldn’t be here at all if it wasn’t for you and the help you’ve given me. I’m not sure if you understood what Mazurak said, but he’s trying to figure out a way that we can extract the core from my body, but leave you inside of me.”

      Arcoria pulsed. Slowly at first, then more quickly. Her brightness increased, almost like there was a moment of panic. Then it slowed back down again and dimmed to a level where Erron could actually look at her.

      “What’s the matter?” Erron asked. “Don’t you want that?”

      “I want to stay here and help you, Erron, but there is a part to this that you don’t quite understand. As an arcane core, I am immortal. I will live my life with you and help you achieve everything you want, but eventually, you will die. If I am a part of you, of your flesh and blood, then that means one day that I’m going to die as well. I don’t know if I want that. Imagine if you could pass me down to your son or daughter, when you eventually have them.”

      “Hey now, I never said I wanted kids,” Erron said nervously.

      “You have convinced yourself that a life alone means that nobody can hurt you. You eventually hurt those who get close to you so they pull away. If they get too close, they can hurt you.”

      Erron looked away from Arcoria and shook his head. “You know, sometimes having someone that knows everything stuck in your body doesn’t feel that great.”

      “I’m sorry, I’m only trying to-”

      Erron laughed. “I’m joking, Arcoria. You’re right. I know it, you know it, hells, all of my friends probably know it too. I don’t even really know who I am, you know? Am I Erron Vangian? Am I Wilhelm DeMorlin? Am I Vyrmior’s apprentice? Farmer of Hope’s End? I don’t even know.”

      “You are you, and that is enough, Erron. I want to help you achieve your life’s goals, but I don’t want to end when you do. I could continue on, help generations, see the ages as they come and go, for as long as magic has power in this world.”

      “So what do we do, then? The Mage Council are coming for you, and they are going to need to walk away with something.”

      “Inside of me, I possess the schematics needed to create a new arcane core, a blank slate version of myself that was there when I was created. A new core, but the same as the old core. I am not the same core as I was when I first bonded with you.”

      “I don’t want my secrets falling into their hands.”

      “Nor do I. Do you have any idea what the Mage Council of Lutheron Lake would do if they knew about dragon spirits just waiting across the Five Kingdoms, ready to be rekindled?”

      “It would be war.”

      “They would do anything they can to gain control of the powers of a long dead dragon, and as you know, it would tear them apart. Vyrmior is awake, and look at what her influence has done. Imagine if the other five are awakened as well.”

      “They could possibly already be awake,” Erron said, and the thought chilled him.

      What other forces were out there in the world pulling strings behind the curtain of reality?

      “Here, I’ll load the instructions of how to create a brand new arcane core into your knowledge center. You’ll need Agatha’s help with this, and you’ll need to be involved. The duplicate core will be constructed inside your body and expelled, but you need to ensure that nobody else touches it. If they do, it will bond to them. And definitely don’t touch it yourself. The last time that happened, the dueling cores ended up frying the host from the inside out as they vied for dominance.”

      “Noted. Okay, you can send me back. I’ve got some fiends to dominate.”

      Erron woke with a start and was surprised to see that the reward from Vyrmior – a book called A Treatise On Monster Forms – had materialized in his hands. He tucked this under his pillow, put on armor and sword, and as he was doing so, he heard Grulthok the rooster praising the sun, crowing into the morning. There was another roar a moment later, and it sounded very much like Clobber when he had first awoken.

      He headed out into the Hope’s End compound and immediately commanded his combat fiends to attend him. He would need all the power he could manage to bring the newly forged orc fiend under his control. The gnashers appeared first, followed by the imps, and then Tomas. Ebonhorn looked over at Erron lazily from inside its stall. Clobber lumbered up slowly after all the others. Agatha and Jenath were up too, but Sellis hadn’t appeared. She was probably still sleeping in.

      Jenath gave Erron a nod, indicating she was ready to respond to any threats.

      When Erron arrived at the side of the fiend pit, the monsters that awaited him were horrifying. The big orc was far more muscular than Clobber had been, but Erron had chosen strength as the attribute he wanted to raise most. He had chosen constitution as the stat to raise for the revenant, and his reasoning was that it was so it could keep working for longer instead of burning out with a greater strength score.

      The orc held the Blade of the Dark Reaver in one hand, and a wooden shield covered in bramble barbs in the other. It looked up at Erron with fury etched on its face. This thing looked like it would eat Clobber and Old Man Matako for breakfast.

      “I’m guessing that you’re going to make me fight you,” Erron said, hoping on the slim chance that the orc would simply pledge fealty to him.

      It just bellowed up at him in response.

      Erron sighed. “Okay, I guess we do this the hard way.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      “I want it subdued, not dead!” Erron called from on top of the fiend pit. “Imps, be ready to fire on my mark! Clobber, I want you and the gnashers to take point! Tomas, you head down into the pit and engage the other revenant. Keep it busy!”

      The risen savage orc fiend, muscles bulging and eyes aflame with rage, seemed to understand the challenge presented to it. The blade it held dripped with a miasma of shadowy smoke. The Blade of the Dark Reaver had most certainly awoken. The savage orc bellowed a challenge right back at Erron.

      But Erron was undeterred. He had faced creatures of great power before and had bent them to his will. This would be no different. The orc's strength was immense, but its mind was wild, untamed. It was a force of nature, but it was a force that Erron intended to harness. It would be the commander of his army, one way or another.

      Clobber leapt down into the fiend pit and squared up against this new orc. Clobber was big and round, still muscular, but definitely a little chunky. This new orc was the complete opposite. Muscles rippled under its green skin, and it stood with a different posture. Straighter, like a more noble warrior, not the tough but loveable oaf that Clobber was.

      The gnashers jumped into the pit as well, while Tomas circled around to the back to engage the miner revenant. The new orc looked from Clobber to the gnashers, as though it was trying to figure out which of them to attack first.

      “Imps, fire!” Erron shouted, and they started firing arrows at the warrior orc.

      It easily blocked these with his enormous ironbark shield, and that was when Erron sent a command to his gathered fiends to attack. Clobber had his lumber axe, which he wielded in a two-handed grip. The gnasher snapjaw scurried right in front of the warrior orc and used two of its abilities: Taunt and Withdraw.

      Taunt forced the warrior orc to attack the snapjaw, and Withdraw had the snapjaw pull its head and all of its limbs back into its shell. The warrior orc slashed its dark blade at the snapjaw, but its shell stood up to the blow. Meanwhile, the lancers tried their best to stab past the massive shield, but they were denied.

      Every time they tried to attack and the orc managed to block them, cuts appeared on their bodies and a bleeding debuff showed up next to them. The shaman used its Healing Rain spell to keep them healed up, but the lancers were taking far more damage than Erron anticipated. Clobber attacked in a giant two-handed swing, and while his attack did get blocked, it also made the warrior orc stagger. He stepped back with his arms splayed wide, which gave the lancers the chance to attack while his guard was down.

      Erron noted that if the warrior orc was staggered, then the bleeding effect didn’t apply to the attacker. Maybe that was because he wrapped the shield in barbs. If he had wrapped the orc in brambles, maybe it would have applied differently. It was definitely something to experiment with.

      After the taunt wore off, the warrior orc used its ironbark shield to deliver a smashing blow to the snapjaw. The gnasher went rolling backwards, unable to regain control of its descent. The lancers tried to attack, but the warrior orc slashed its weapon in a huge arc, which released a devastating wave of necrotic shadow energy. The force of it blew the gnashers backwards, and even managed to make Clobber take a step back.

      “Okay, Gramps, switch to poison! Pops, use Ensnaring Shot!” Erron commanded his imps. They’d generated enough focus through their Aimed Shot abilities to unload a couple of poisoned arrows at a time now, and Pops could use a different attack to fire a small entangling net at the enemy. Not all of them hit their mark, but the ones that did inflicted the poisoned debuff onto the warrior orc. One of Pops’ attacks caught the orc’s wrist and bound it to his thigh with a net.

      The fight went on for some time. This new orc could take an absolute beating, but the worst thing was that it could release energy from its sword in a healing pulse. It not only healed the miner revenant, but it also healed the orc himself. Dark energy knit their wounds back together. It was just lucky that Tomas was a soldier revenant and was trained in how to use a sword and a shield. He kept his own against the newly risen revenant with pickaxe arms.

      One of the gnasher lancers looked like it was done for, and the warrior orc was just about to deliver the killing blow, when instead, it went down on one knee and a notification appeared.

      
        
        Level 9 Dread Commander Orc has offered you its fealty.

        Do you wish to accept its loyalty, or will you destroy it?

      

      

      Erron accepted its fealty readily, and as soon as the new revenant realized what was going on, it went down to one knee as well.

      
        
        Level 5 Stonesplitter Revenant has offered you its fealty.

        Do you wish to accept its loyalty, or will you destroy it?

      

      

      Again, Erron accepted the loyalty. He was prompted to give names to these new revenants, and he did. The Dread Commander Orc’s name became Blackthorn, after the color of his blade and the brambles that covered his shield. It was a name that would strike dread into the hearts of anyone who dared threaten Erron and Hope’s End.

      The Stonesplitter Revenant became Hobb, in keeping with the mostly human-sounding names of the other revenants under Erron’s control. To his surprise, Erron hadn’t lost a single fiend in this battle. He had expected to maybe lose a gnasher or two, which would open some more fiend forging slots. Erron had considered giving the gnashers names, but in his mind, they would likely be the first to go when he really built up his ranks of soldiers.

      Now Erron could have a total maximum of fourteen fiends, which gave him three open fiend slots.

      “Blackthorn, Hobb, welcome to Hope’s End,” Erron said, and then he launched into the introductions.

      Blackthorn had access to a number of powerful abilities and attributes, including his Severing Slash, Necrotic Push, and Unholy Mending. It looked as though the Blade of the Dark Reaver gave Blackthorn a strange new resource that Erron had never seen before. It was called Unholy Power. Every time Severing Slash hit more than three enemies at once, Blackthorn gained a charge of unholy power, and then he could use that to power a Necrotic Push or an Unholy Mending. Blackthorn’s power came from being a frontline battle commander, constantly attacking multiple enemies at once.

      He also had a number of attributes, such as Bloodgorger’s Shield, which reflected a portion of damage back to a melee attacker when an attack landed but was blocked or entirely mitigated, as well as afflicting the attacker with a bleeding debuff. Then there was Shield Bash, which just had a timed cooldown. Blackthorn used his strength to try to knock an opponent back, which could cause them to stagger, be interrupted, or just go flying like what had happened with snapjaw.

      Hobb didn't have much in the way of combat abilities. Most of them were related to his efficiency at stone cutting. He was absolutely a specialist fiend that really only had one purpose: cutting stones. But that was just fine, because Erron needed a lot more stone to fortify the walls of Hope's End.

      With the whole day ahead of them, Erron tested out the capabilities of his new monsters. He didn't want to take them all the way to the mine at the Fort, so instead, he decided to take them toward a smaller quarry that was far closer to the farm. It was barely more than a rocky outcropping devoid of dirt and other plant matter, but it would let Erron test out the capabilities of his fiends.

      Erron still hadn't been able to complete the massive wagon that he intended to use for Ebonhorn, so instead, he took Swiftwind and Palestar and made them carry one of the smaller carts. They traveled over some rough terrain but managed to find a way to get to the small quarry and bring the cart in close enough that it could be loaded with stones.

      Hobb was very good at exactly what Erron had made him for. It was clear after just a few minutes that adding a pickaxe to both of his arms increased his efficiency by a huge margin. For particularly stubborn pieces of stone, Hobb raised both pickaxes over his head and slammed them down with exacting precision. It was almost as though this revenant knew the precise spots to hit the stones to cause them to split away.

      Tomas wasn't bad at splitting stones, but it was not what he was made for. He was a soldier, and would never be as good as Hobb at this particular task. The pickaxes Erron had with him were far too small for Blackthorn to use in any meaningful kind of way. While the newly risen orc had strength in spades, it seemed as though he was not meant for work such as this. However, now that Erron had two of these savage orcs under his command, moving heavy items would be much easier.

      With a cart full of stone, Erron commanded all of his fiends to return to the Hope's End compound, where he planned on testing out the battle capabilities of his new monsters. This was where Blackthorn excelled. As a warrior on the battlefield, he was unmatched.

      Even though Clobber was an orc, he didn't have the physique or the battle prowess to stand against Blackthorn for very long. Surprisingly, the only monster that managed to stand against Blackthorn for any amount of time was Tomas. He was forged as a soldier revenant, and he already had a background of training when he died.

      The problem for Tomas was that every time he tried to attack the towering orc, he would be affected by a bleeding debuff. It was bad news for the revenant but very good news for what would happen once Nekros Doomwhisper brought his horde of zombies to Hope's End.

      As Erron tested out the strategies and capabilities all of his monsters had in a battle setting, he started to consider some strategies that he might be able to use. There was one particular element that he felt like he could take advantage of that had benefited him so far, but he hadn’t truly factored into his decision-making. That was the buff he received whenever one of his fiends died in battle.

      It was called Dark Fury of the Fallen, and it increased Erron's own battle capabilities and reduced the amount of damage that he took. He was toying with the idea of using a sacrificial fiend or two simply so he would be affected by that buff for the duration of the battle.

      Again, his thoughts turned to the gnashers. While they were effective at what they did for the moment, Erron knew that it would be better to have a squad of four revenants or other humanoids that were stronger and better at taking strategic orders. He could easily sacrifice them as a way to gain the upper hand.

      After lunch, Erron commanded his more physically gifted fiends to tasks that were suited to their talents. Even though Blackthorn was a perfect warrior, he was still a powerhouse of strength that Erron could use. He set the two orcs the task of cutting down as many trees in the forest as they could and dragging them back to Hope's End.

      If they were going to reinforce the walls on the outside of the compound, they would need as much wood as they could get. Additionally, Erron wanted to attempt to start building a smaller scale model of what his Farice Wheel would eventually look like.

      Erron knew that it was strange for him to be thinking of an amusement ride at a time like this, but he was a firm believer that when things were bad, you needed to have something good and pure to focus on every now and then.

      If you were surrounded by nothing but the stress of impending doom, then the weight of it all could get to you. However, if you have something to look forward to, like a ray of sunshine breaking through the black clouds, it can make all the difference.

      It can be a focusing totem for your energies. You can weather the storm because you can see the sunshine in the distance.

      Erron spent some time with the book he received from Vyrmior. It was called A Treatise on Monster Forms, and all of the information within it was a revelation to Erron. He realized that his attempts at forging fiends so far had been amateur at best and a complete waste of resources at the worst. The amount of techniques that were contained within this book absolutely blew Erron's mind.

      The book contained sections on elemental infusions, techniques to alter the temperament of particularly unruly monsters, and guidance on shaping a monster by meticulously deconstructing a skeleton and reconstructing it to achieve the desired form. It delved deeply into fusion techniques, enabling Erron to take parts from various creatures and recombine them to craft something entirely unique and original.

      It wasn’t enough to simply place the bones in a way that mimicked the form you wanted to make. For the fiend to function correctly, compatible muscle tissues, tendons, ligaments, skin, joints, and everything needed to be assembled just right. The example the book gave was a human skeleton that had been buried to mimic a skeleton of a wolf, but the muscles, joints, and other elements were just all wrong. The book explained how best to stretch, mold, excise, and change any element you needed to achieve the desired effect.

      There was a comprehensive segment about melding monsters with constructs, leveraging the strengths of both. Erron was especially intrigued by this section. He pondered the possibility of integrating the Phantom Bell with the Construct Heartstone into a single entity. He visualized a formidable creature with limbs resembling swords or axes, capable of transitioning into a spectral form to attack and then regenerating over time.

      However, a dilemma arose. Constructs could not regenerate using the ethereal essence of the soul that empowers them. Thus, if Erron attempted to merge the Construct Heartstone with a monster, especially in conjunction with the phantom bell, its efficacy would diminish significantly after the creature's first death. He would need to re-make and re-attach any weapons or equipment after each death.

      Deciding against this approach, a new idea struck Erron as he continued reading about forging construct-based fiends. Could he employ the Construct Heartstone to embed a living heart at the core of his envisioned Farice wheel? Or possibly devise a fiend that could operate various mechanical machines on his farm?

      If he merely utilized every artifact defensively against the impending assault from Doomwhisper, he risked missing out on the chance to implement transformative and potent enhancements to his farm.

      Jenath did the pickup from Griselda Monk that day, and she came back with two new bodies. A female elf and male human. Erron already had plans for both of them. Both of the elves would be resurrected as lycans, after parts of them were spliced with the bodies of the wolves he killed the day before, and the male human would be buried with a sword, a shield, and a bow. Another two lycans and two revenants would soon be joining Erron’s fiend ranks.

      Sure enough, the very next day, two lycans and two revenants crawled out of the ground and awaited their subjugation. With Blackthorn by Erron’s side, he wasn’t too worried about being overpowered by the other fiends now. The gnashers, the revenants and Clobber all stood around the edge of the arena and watched. Pops and Gramps were perched on Clobber’s shoulders. Whatever animosity there was between them was gone now.

      The two revenants immediately pledged their fealty to Erron the moment Blackthorn jumped down into the fiend pit. They knew they didn’t stand a chance. One of the revenants came back as a Soldier Revenant, but the other came back as a Pox Revenant, and had some abilities that made her spread the pox to enemies. The Pox was a specific kind of disease that could spread between hostile enemies. It was just lucky that she couldn’t spread it amongst Erron’s monsters or his friends.

      Erron wasn’t quite sure why the lycans resisted and didn’t pledge their fealty right away, but he figured it might have to do with what he’d done with their heads. Erron had cut the human heads off and thrown them away, so the intelligence that drove these two monsters was canine.

      They were both called Withered Lycans, but one was labeled with a prefix and became a Phantasmal Withered Lycan. It had a unique ability given to it by the Phantom Bell. When the physical body died, it became a more powerful spirit that could strike fear into the hearts of its enemies, and even make them flee the battlefield in fear. While its physical form was destroyed, it could only be damaged by magical attacks.

      The Withered Lycan pledged its fealty soon after it got slammed by Blackthorn’s shield, but it took the phantasmal one a little longer. The bleeding debuffs afflicting it pretty much shredded most of its physical form. By the time it pledged its fealty to Erron, he could see the rib cage through the message of furry flesh on its chest, and half of its face was an exposed skull. It looked absolutely gnarly.

      Erron commanded the gnasher shaman to use healing rain to fix up all of these new fiends. Then Erron tested out their combat capabilities, and he was pleasantly surprised at how well the Withered Lycans held their own against the orcs and the revenants. The lycans were fast, and gained extra dexterity from their withered forms. The revenants had a hard time hitting them, and the shaman had to keep the healing rain coming.

      Surprisingly, the lycans didn’t do as well against the gnashers. Their Strength in Numbers attribute increased their damage, speed, and reduced their damage taken for every active gnasher in the squad, which the lycans found difficult to counter. Erron suddenly found himself questioning whether sacrificing the gnashers was the right idea or not. The more gnashers he had, the more dangerous the whole pack would be. A swarm of them would be able to counter a huge number of zombies.

      The problem was that Erron was now at his domination cap once again. With the completed quests, as well as his recent level-up in Fiend Forging, he could now have fifteen fiends at any given time.

      He had two savage orcs in Clobber and Blackthorn, and four revenants in Tomas, Hobb, and Patience the Pox Revenant, but there was also Pactor who was still with Edric Stormhammer. Then there were the four gnashers, the two forest imps, Ebonhorn the dreadhoof, and the two withered lycans. It was a formidable fighting force, and for the first time, Erron felt as though he might be able to withstand what was to come.
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      Another week passed without incident. Every single pair of hands at Hope’s End were busy with one thing or another. Agatha finally went out to Mazurak’s tower, but Erron decided to come along with her this time. Things had changed since their last discussions about what to do with the arcane core.

      Arcoria herself didn’t want to be bonded to Erron’s body and have her own core ejected. Instead, she wanted to be able to live on even after Erron died. After he explained this to Agatha, her eyes moved back and forth rapidly as she tried to come to terms with this information, and what it meant.

      “Wait a minute, so you’re saying we could possibly make more arcane cores?” Agatha asked.

      “Arcoria believes so.”

      “Once we make the decoy for the Mage Council, then we could make more, right?”

      “In theory, I guess we could. I’m not good at making magical items, so I’ll have to be guided by you and Mazurak.”

      “Imagine if we all had our own cores that helped us with whatever we did in life? The way you describe it, the core unlocks new skills and functions the more you do certain actions, right?”

      “That’s right.”

      “I know you use it to build fortifications at Hope’s End, but it could just as easily help Sellis with her baking, or help me with making charms and hexes, right?”

      Arcoria pulsed in affirmation in Erron’s right hand. “I would think so, yes.”

      “This could be huge. Massive. You know, I bet that’s why they want the core back so badly. This kind of magical invention could change the world. Of course the Mage Council who made it would want to control it.”

      “So we can’t let them know we have copies when they come,” Erron said.

      “Right. Hey, I just wanted to say that I’m sorry again for what I did. I thought I was doing the right thing, but I should have discussed it with you first. I just thought they would come and kill you anyway.”

      “What’s done is done. We need to focus on what to do going forward. My concern is that if they come to Hope’s End and can detect the presence of the core using a divining rod, they will be able to detect both of them. That is, unless we modify the gauntlet design into a glove made of aetherium thread,” Erron said.

      Agatha whistled. “Aetherium is expensive, and almost nowhere, but the Mage Councils have it. How would you even go about finding it?”

      “I am putting my hopes on Mazurak. Perhaps he’ll know where we can find some, or how we can mimic those effects.”

      Agatha nodded. “If anyone knows, it’s going to be your ghost wizard friend.”

      They reached the tower and headed inside. Agatha waited nervously for Erron to pass through the doorway, clearly worried that she might end up being fried by Mazurak’s death field. The ghostly wizard was waiting inside the front door with a warm smile on his spectral face.

      “Hello, Agatha! Don’t be concerned. You can enter,” Mazurak said.

      She stepped across the threshold tentatively, with eyes squeezed shut. She let out a held breath as her boots clomped onto the wooden floor of the tower. Mazurak waved a hand and the door closed shut behind them. He made some hand gestures, and Erron felt a buzz in the air.

      “The death field is active again, so please don’t go running out suddenly,” Mazurak said amiably. “Now, how are we going to get that core out of you?”

      “There’s been a bit of a change of plans,” Erron said, then explained the situation to Mazurak and Agatha.

      The conversation went on for some time, and they didn’t just discuss Arcoria, but also how they were going to protect Hope’s End. Agatha had managed to infuse a couple of stones and create wardstones, but she worried that these wouldn’t be enough. She also wanted to make a series of amulets that would protect against the necrotic energy that fueled the zombie horde.

      Mazurak allowed Agatha to enter his library, and she squealed like a child at a confectionary stand in a Taldross market.

      “I recognize the names of some of these books. Some are spoken of like lost treasures! How did you come to find these?” Agatha asked.

      Mazurak shrugged. “I wanted nothing more than to stop Vyrmior from returning to this world, and I planned on using every bit of magical knowledge I could to ensure she would stay locked away in her temple. It worked, for a time, but now the torch has been passed to Erron. He will need to finish what I started.”

      “And Agatha’s going to help me do that,” Erron said.

      Agatha beamed with pride.

      “Ah, perhaps if I had a group of friends I could trust, perhaps I could have done better myself.”

      “Erron, you can head back to the farm. I’m going to stay here some time,” Agatha said. “Don’t wait up for me.”

      Erron laughed. “Before I go, I have to ask. Mazurak, do you think it’s possible for us to create a new arcane core ourselves? Did the instructions I passed on to you from Arcoria make any sense?”

      “It is certainly possible, but quite dangerous. Anyone who touches one of those cores will become bonded to it. And you are right, you will need the aetherium gloves to shield the resonant mana from being detected. You cannot synthesize aetherium, but I know of a place that has it in droves. Do you remember what I told you about the third baleful beast?”

      “You said it was a person, and it was protecting a source of pure magic,” Erron said.

      “Indeed. That beast is the guardian of the well. It is a construct made almost entirely of aetherium. If you survive Doomwhisper’s assault, it may be time for you to make a journey down into the Wildlands.”

      Erron also told Mazurak about what Vyrmior had said about not wanting to take his own body, but that there was the influence of dragonkind on his soul. Mazurak’s warning was blunt.

      “Don’t believe a word she says to you, my boy. She has plans within plans, and right now, she knows that you hold the power. She needs you to defend her from Nekros Doomwhisper. The lich almost stole her soulfire for himself once, and he has no doubt been dreaming of doing just that for the past thousand years. Vyrmior cannot defend herself, so she needs you to think she is your ally.”

      Erron nodded. He knew he couldn’t trust the ancient undead dragon, but this reassurance of her untrustworthy nature from Mazurak heartened him. At least if you knew that you couldn’t trust someone, then you could plan accordingly.

      Erron left Agatha in the tower with Mazurak, then headed back to Hope’s End. The fortifications were coming along nicely. They had quarried enough stone to encase the entire outside wall of the compound with a stone and mortar mixture. Another couple of towers had been constructed on the inside of the gates, and a walkway was constructed between them. Erron had constructed a rock fall trap on both of the gates, so if zombies came charging through those gates, he would have his imps climb up and cut the ropes holding the rocks in place. Then boom, squished zombies.

      Erron also made some spiked barricades which could easily be moved into place once the zombies were spotted. The Farice Wheel itself was coming along nicely, but was very crude compared to the version that Erron envisioned for the upcoming festival. It now consisted of a large wheel with four different platforms that could be rotated as needed. The wheel wasn’t round – it was a large octagon with angular spokes that kept it in place. But it worked, and that was the main thing. Erron had a mechanism beneath the wheel that he could hook Swiftwind and Palestar up to, and they could drive the whole thing around. It didn’t move fast, but at least it moved.

      Everyone had their turn going up to the wheel’s zenith, and the view it provided of the farm and surrounding areas was impressive. It really let Erron see just how much this place had changed from the barren bramble-infested wasteland it had been when he arrived.

      The first sign that Doomwhisper’s threats would become a reality happened a few days later. Erron had been content to keep building up his defenses, with low stone walls now encompassing most of his fields of crops. One night, quite late, Erron was up reading the Treatise on Monster Forms book when a notification appeared.

      
        
        Enemy alert!

        Pops has detected an incoming enemy force approaching from the south!

      

      

      Erron leapt out of bed, donned his armor and sword, and commanded all of his combat-ready fiends to prepare for battle. Agatha, Sellis and Jenath all came out to see what the commotion was about.

      “Sellis, climb up there and give me a visual, would you?” Erron said.

      “I’ll do you one better. Which direction?” Sellis asked, then shifted into her gryphon form.

      “South!”

      Sellis took to the skies, white and brown against the black of night. She looped around to the south and returned quickly, shifting back into her halfling form almost immediately. “There’s not that many of them. Maybe a dozen?”

      “Red-eyed zombies?”

      Sellis nodded.

      “Can you fly around the whole farm and check to see if there are any others coming from other directions?”

      Sellis nodded, then jumped from the platform, transforming into a gryphon in mid-air.

      Erron used the time to prepare his troops. His imps and two of his revenants could all use bows, but the orcs, gnashers, and lycans all remained within the compound. Tomas was the only revenant trained with the bow, but Patience gave it her best shot. She didn’t have the same level of proficiency. Jenath joined Erron up on the platform that looked out over the southern fields as Agatha infused the wardstones by the gates with shadow magic.

      The glowing eyes approached at a glacial pace. These were the slow-moving shambolic zombies that were conjured whenever stories were told about zombies. There were supposed to be a number of different kinds, but Erron knew from the books he’d studied that the movement speed of a zombie was usually defined by how badly decomposed the bodies were when they were resurrected. His fiends shared that trait.

      The encroaching force wasn’t enough to actually destroy Hope’s End, so what was the purpose of it? Then Erron realized. Nekros Doomwhisper wasn’t sending these zombies here to attack, not really. He had sent them down here so he could see the extent of the fortifications to prepare for a larger invasion.

      Erron swore to himself and suddenly commanded his revenants to kneel down so they couldn’t be seen. If they wanted to find out just what awaited them when they made their big push, Erron didn’t want to spoil the surprise.

      “We need to conceal the existence of most of the fiends,” Erron said to Jenath. “You and I can manage killing a dozen zombies, right?”

      Jenath grinned. “We’ve handled worse odds.”

      Just then, Sellis returned and shifted back into her halfling form as she fell toward the platform Erron stood upon. She landed hard, but the platform stood steady. “Bad news. Another dozen coming in from the north, but they’re hiding in the ravine.”

      “That’s why Pops couldn’t see them. Damn. I’ll be willing to bet crowns that they’re down there waiting for the other dozen to attack,” Erron said.

      “What are we doing?” Jenath asked.

      “Sellis, you and I are heading out to the southern fields. We can take down a dozen zombies. Jenath, I want you to take Pops and Gramps to the northern battlements and fire arrows down on the other zombies when they inevitably make their appearance. Once the southern dozen are dead, we’ll swing around in a pincer maneuver and take the remaining ones by surprise,” Erron said.

      Jenath nodded, then leapt down from the platform. Pops and Gramps followed her to the northern gate, while Sellis shifted back into her gryphon form. Sellis nodded for Erron to climb on, and he did. With sword in hand, he and his druid friend flew from the Hope’s End compound and into the fray.

      The zombies themselves were not powerful or very well-armored. With each one he killed, he became more convinced that his assessment was right. They were sent here as eyes, and nothing more. Erron alone wouldn’t have been able to stand against these by himself, but Sellis in her bramble bear form made short work of any zombies that came within melee range. Bones crunched, ancient armor was sundered, and glowing eyes were extinguished as Sellis and Erron destroyed the attacking wave from the south.

      Sellis shifted into her nightstalker big cat form, and went around the western side of the compound. Erron went east, and as he rounded the walls, he heard the moans and grunts of zombies attacking the walls. He heard the twang of loosed arrows and the dull thok of them hitting decomposed flesh echoed after.

      Erron rushed toward the remaining zombies from one direction, and Sellis surged in from the other direction. The zombies had no idea which way to look, and they couldn’t defend themselves from three different directions at once.

      After it was all said and done, Erron got back on Sellis in her gryphon form and they did a flyover of Hope’s End. From the sides of the forest, all the way along the length of the ravine, just to make sure there were no more zombies hiding anywhere.

      Erron grinned to himself with his arms wrapped around the gryphon’s neck. That went just about as well as it could have. He’d managed to keep most of his defenses and traps concealed, as well as the existence of his most deadly fiends. Erron hoped that because he and his friends had done most of the fighting that Nekros would make the mistake of thinking that he wasn’t as well fortified as he actually was.

      It was now almost time to make the final preparations. Erron had no doubt that Nekros would soon make a move against him, and this time, Erron would be waiting for him.

      The following days were spent tending to crops, replanting what was harvested, preparing food if they found themselves besieged for any longer than a couple of days, and moving all of the barricades into place. At one point, Odo Wolkin, the new Baron’s right hand man, came to visit Hope’s End on horseback. The visit was unexpected, but most of Erron’s fiends were out doing various work tasks when the big man arrived. Erron was a little shocked to see that he’d arrived alone.

      “Odo!” Erron shouted, hoping that Anton would hear him. He had a dedicated hiding space beneath his floorboards that he could disappear into.

      “What’s with the heavy fortifications?” Odo asked with suspicious eyes.

      “You know about the undead attacking from the south. Well, I’ve been preparing to withstand an attack if they decided to cross the river. A few nights ago, they did. My friends and I managed to send them to their second death, but I have a feeling it’s not the end.”

      “No. The sooner someone can put a stop to this, the better. My men don’t even come this far south from Harrow anymore. We’ve lost a couple of good men, and the rest are cowards,” Odo said with disdain.

      Erron nodded. “What can I help you with?”

      “Like I said the other day, I just needed to visit. See what Hope’s End is all about. I’ve seen most of everyone else, but people seem to be afraid of your little plot of land. Something about a curse?”

      Erron laughed. “It’s been a blessing for me. I can give you a tour of the crops if you like. The next harvest of pumpkins is almost ready and-”

      Odo held a hand up to silence Erron. “No, I don’t need to see that. Wouldn’t understand it even if you explained it. But what’s this contraption here in the middle of everything?”

      “Oh, the Farice Wheel? Something I’ve been tinkering with for the Festival of the Pumpkin Queen. I trust that’s still going ahead?”

      Odo grunted. “Haven’t heard anything about it.”

      Agatha came out of the quarters then and made an exaggerated noise. “You cannot cancel the festival! It’s my favorite time of year! The pumpkin carving alone is something worth celebrating.”

      “Like I said, I haven't heard anything about a festival,” Odo repeated.

      “It’s meant to happen at the end of fall? Oh, it’s something that makes the people of Harrow very happy,” Erron said.

      “Last time I was in town, it felt like everybody could do with a little bit of happiness,” Agatha added.

      “I’ll talk to the Baron about it. If you’ve got something like this you’re already building, I imagine the little ones would like to see it. What does it do?”

      Erron gave Odo a quick tour of what a Farice Wheel does, and explained that it would have a total of eight gondolas when it was built for real. This one was just a prototype.

      “I’d like to see it in action,” Odo said, then reached for a bag strapped to his belt. “Oh, this is for you, by the way. For the healing potions. The Baron sends his thanks.”

      “Ah, excellent. And the harvest produce? Up to standard, I take it?” Erron asked.

      “Haven’t heard. We keep paying you, though, right?”

      “Oh, yes.”

      “Well, I guess it must be good then, huh?”

      “I guess so.”

      Odo grunted, then made his way back toward the northern gate. He hadn’t even dismounted from his horse. He sauntered away, heading back in the direction of Harrow. With that, Erron got back to work.
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      A few days later, Erron could almost feel something in the air that had changed. There was an anticipatory buzz, almost like the world itself knew that Nekros Doomwhisper, the lich, was about to make his assault on Hope's End. Erron spent the day shoring up all of the defenses, making sure that he had enough bracing beams to keep the gates closed even under the relentless assault of a zombie horde. He positioned all of the spiked barricades around the base of the compound, and Agatha spent some time charging up the wardstones that had been placed against the walls. If the zombies managed to get close to the walls, they would start to disintegrate slowly.

      Erron and his monsters harvested absolutely every bit of produce that was ready to be pulled from the ground or taken from a vine. Even though most of his fields were surrounded by low stone walls now, there was no telling whether the zombies would simply rush over those walls and trample the crops anyway.

      With the help of Mazurak Harkin, Agatha managed to create some shadow magic resistance charms that could be worn on a loop of woven fiber. Erron made sure that all of his monsters that would end up on the front lines also had one of these charms. They would lessen the damage that the evil necrotic magic would do when Doomwhisper attacked. Erron wore the anti-magic charm around his neck and under his breastplate, so that magic could not be drawn out of him.

      Night fell, and it almost felt like a last meal before an impending disaster. If things went wrong and the lich managed to overpower Erron and his monsters, then this could very well be the last meal that he ever shared with Jenath, Sellis and Agatha.

      As far as last meals went, this one was pretty good. Jenath and the forest imps managed to take down a sizable wild boar in the forest, and it had been crackling over the fire pit for most of the day. The smell made Erron’s mouth water every time he came back into the compound, and the meat was succulent and tender. Everyone ate, including the fiends, and there was more than enough to go around. Erron would keep the skeleton when everything was all said and done to forge future fiends. The tusks in particular would come in handy.

      The longer Erron sat and listened to discussion between his friends, the more he dismissed the idea that this was going to be a last meal. His friends and his monsters were strong, and this was not the end that he had in store. Erron had too much unfinished business.

      There was no way he was going to die before he confronted Fendral the Slayer about what he had done to him by locking away his memories. He would not allow himself to be killed before he got to the bottom of his family legacy and figured out exactly what had happened all those years ago. Why had the Scalebane Scryers wanted to kill his entire family, including him? Did they know about the draconic influence that Vyrmior had detected the moment Erron arrived here at the farm?

      There were too many unanswered questions, and Erron would not allow his life to be cut short before they were answered.

      And so, they feasted. Gramps was on top of the Farice Wheel when Erron received a notification.

      
        
        Enemy alert!

        Gramps has detected an incoming enemy force approaching from the south!

      

      

      Erron stood from his seat around the fire just as another notification came through.

      
        
        Enemy alert!

        Gramps has detected an incoming enemy force approaching from the north!

      

      

      “They’re coming,” Erron said in a grim tone. “From the north and the south. Prepare yourselves!”

      A chill seemed to descend on them from above as Erron, his friends, and his monsters all leapt into action. Gramps came down from the top of the Farice Wheel as Erron himself climbed up onto the platform at the bottom of the wheel. He gave Swiftwind a smack on the rear as he climbed, which spurred both his horse and Palestar into motion. They were hooked up to the mechanism at the bottom of the wheel, and when they walked, the wheel turned. Erron surveyed the compound from above and issued commands for all of his monsters to take their positions.

      His friends all took their positions too. Jenath stood above the southern gate with the two imps, ready to fire at whatever came their way. Sellis was already circling in the air above in her gryphon form, and Agatha used shadow magic to drop a couple of shadow traps right at the inside of each of the gates that would only trip if hostiles managed to breach them.

      If either of the gates were breached, the shadow traps and the wardstones would hopefully slow the zombies down long enough to mount a decent defense. The gnashers headed to the northern gate with the revenants Patience and Tomas. The two revenants had their bows with them and were ready to fire as soon as Erron gave the signal. The gnasher shaman was sent to the north to keep the revenants healthy.

      As long as Blackthorn managed to accumulate enough unholy power, he would have the ability to keep all of the monsters to the south healthy. Clobber stood next to Blackthorn, looking like an overweight city militia member standing next to the statuesque commander orc. At least Blackthorn would be able to mount a significant defense. His shield would hurt anyone who dared lift a weapon or hand against him.

      As the wheel turned, Erron was brought higher and saw the magnitude of the foes that awaited him to the north and south. The red glowing eyes were all just part of a giant ocean of red specks floating in the darkness. They appeared to be climbing up the side of the ravine to the north, and also coming at them from the edge of the forest to the south. In the darkness, Erron could not see the forms that these zombies took, but it was clear that some of them were moving in different patterns than the rest.

      It was very likely that Nekros Doomwhisper had a number of different types of zombies as part of his horde. While most of them were probably the same shambling corpses that Erron had killed previously, Doomwhisper clearly still had some tricks up his sleeve that he thought could turn the tide of battle in his favor.

      “Be on your guard,” Erron shouted. “We have countless foes coming at us from the north and the south. When they reach us, they will probably spread out around the walls. We need to kill them before they breach their way into the compound. We will fight until the very last one of them falls!”

      The zombies marched on like an unstoppable wave. Sellis circled above, and then headed back in Erron's direction. While hovering directly above Erron's platform as it almost reached the zenith of the wheel, she shifted back into her halfling form in midair and landed on the platform.

      “Um, I've got some bad news. Gryphons can see pretty well in the dark, and I'm kind of worried about some of the things I saw marching toward us. There are some slower groups of beast zombies that look like they're pulling massive carts, and I'm pretty sure they're all carrying battering rams.”

      “Well, the lich did see the fortified walls, so that's not really much of a surprise. We'll just have to target the beasts that are pulling those carts before they get too close. I want you to focus on them, Sellis. Destroy them. What else did you see?”

      “Just lots and lots of bad guys. If the walls hold, I think we might be okay, but if those walls come crumbling down, I'm not sure. I don't think we've ever faced odds like this before.”

      “There's a first time for everything, and every single one of us is stronger now than we were a few weeks ago. We can do this, Sellis. I know we can. We have to if we want to build the life that we want here in the Southern Reach.”

      The zombies were closing in, and the walls that Erron had put in place around the fields to the south were actually making a difference. The zombies were mostly herded by the walls into long columns that marched inexorably toward the Hope's End compound. The ones to the north weren't affected in the same way because there were no fields to the north, but the ones to the south were herded into defined killing zones.

      “It’s time! Everyone drink your potions!” Erron called out, and took a potion from his belt. It was a stamina potion which also bolstered strength, so he’d be able to fight longer.

      All of his monsters were given potions geared toward their strengths too. Jenath took a deadeye elixir, which increased her accuracy and reaction speed, and Agatha’s offensive voidbloom elixir magnified the damage her magic would do.

      Jenath and the imps fired on the column of encroaching zombies as soon as they were within range. Zombies themselves were resistant to poison damage, so the imps just focused on using Aimed Shot as much as possible, but Pops used Ensnaring Shot to trip zombies up where he could.

      As the wheel got back toward the bottom of the platform, Erron decided to leap off and join Jenath at the southern gate. He had his own bow and arrows ready to go, and fired down on the zombies as they approached. No matter how fast he and the others could fire arrows at the zombie horde, they just kept coming. There were simply too many of them to kill with arrows alone.

      Erron was absolutely itching to send out his powerful monsters into the zombies and destroy them from the inside, but to do that, he would need to open up the gates. If he opened the gates enough to let these powerful monsters out, then he would be leaving himself open for the zombies to surge into the compound.

      As the zombies died and bodies began to pile up, the zombies started climbing on top of their fallen comrades. Every one that died became a stepping stone that allowed others to climb even higher. Suddenly, Erron was faced with another reality that he hadn't anticipated: if the zombies kept dying around the walls, then they would just be making themselves a ramp that they could use to leap straight over. They wouldn’t even need the battering rams.

      It was time to shake things up.

      Erron had a battering ram of his own. From the platform above the gate, Erron summoned Ebonhorn. The dreadhoof seemed to sense his intent. It pawed at the ground with one big black hoof as though saying it was ready to do whatever Erron needed it to do.

      “If we stay in here, we’re dead!” Erron shouted loud enough for everyone in the compound to hear. “Ebonhorn is going to break through their ranks to the south, and I’m going to command some of my fiends to take the fight to the zombies. Sellis is going to target those battering rams and take them out! Revenants, imps, and gnashers to the north, orcs and lycans to the south!”

      Erron sent out a flurry of commands to his fiends. Clobber pulled the bracing beams away from the inside of the southern gate, and it visibly bowed inward under the pressure of the zombie horde.

      That was okay, though, because Erron was counting on that. The moment Clobber removed the second bracing beam, the door exploded inward, bringing a ravenous mass of undead flesh with it. At that same moment, Erron cut the rope holding the rock fall trap in place. Jagged stone rained down on the first wave of zombies, crushing them under the sudden collapse. The shadow trap ignited at the same time, burning the zombies stuck under the rock fall.

      Erron then commanded Ebonhorn to charge out into the zombie horde and kill absolutely every enemy he could. Blackthorn and Clobber surged out in the wake of bodies left behind by Ebonhorn. The mass of zombies pressed in on Blackthorn and Clobber, but Erron watched as the two massive orcs killed dozens of zombies with each swipe of their weapons.

      The growing unholy power held within Blackthorn’s blade grew with each severing strike, and he routinely used the stored power to destroy more zombies using Necrotic Push or send out an Unholy Mending healing pulse that affected Erron’s fiends.

      To the north, the revenants, gnashers, and lycans climbed up the towers and leapt out into the zombie horde. Erron got a raft of notifications as each new fiend joined the fight, saying that they were being attacked. Erron dismissed all of these, because they didn’t really serve a purpose or say anything he didn’t already know.

      The good thing was that every time a fiend was damaged, Erron got a small damage boost. With the scale of the fight, and with how many fiends he had that were receiving damage, this quickly began to add up.

      Experience gains kept popping up every time a zombie died. Some of his fiends leveled up as part of the fight, but things were moving so quickly, Erron would need to figure it all out himself later.

      Blackthorn and Clobber were okay to the south, guarding the open gate competently. The zombies weren’t just humans either. Some were as stout as dwarves, others were as slender as elves, and Erron even spied a couple that looked like tiny little gnomes or halflings.

      Erron headed north to see what his other contingent of fiends were doing. The gnashers were working as a cohesive unit, with the snapjaw using its taunt ability to focus all the incoming attacks on it, while also increasing its defenses.

      There was an entire area of zombies that were all affected by the pox disease debuff after coming into contact with Patience to Pox Revenant. Tomas held his own against multiple opponents, while Hobb spun around with an unconventional technique, but it worked. His pickaxe arms slammed into skulls and rib cages, and he had enough strength that he could carry the bodies along and smash them into other zombies.

      But eventually, the numbers started changing things. At first, Erron got a notification that his two gnasher lancers were at a critical health level, and a few seconds later, they were dead. The shaman wasn’t doing well either, and the snapjaw was struggling.

      At that same moment, the body of the phantasmal withered lycan was destroyed, which freed its spectral form hidden within. It erupted in ghostly blue light and surged through the crowd of gathered zombies. Each zombie it touched was afflicted by the movement speed and attack speed reduction debuff, but some of the zombies even started to flee in the opposite direction of the lycan spirit.

      Each zombie that tried to run away disrupted the flow of zombie bodies, which caused flow on effects of places where Erron’s own monsters could move more freely. The gnashers regrouped and healed up, and Hobb spun around trying to kill as many as he could.

      Suddenly, the lancers and Hobb were at a critical health level again, and despite a healing spell hitting them, the two lancers fell.

      Erron was then affected by two stacks of the Dark Fury of the Fallen buff. He felt that power infuse him, making him deadlier and harder to kill. Erron waded out into the zombie horde himself to give his remaining monsters some back up. He rescued Hobb from death at the last moment, but his health was still very low.

      The lycan spirit was still causing havoc and disrupting the whole flow of zombies, and surprisingly, it seemed like their numbers were beginning to thin out. Sellis swooped down in front of Erron and urged him to get on her back. He did, as she must have had something important to show him. She took to the skies, leaving the fiends to fight back against the zombies. From above, he was shocked to see how many had been killed, and how few remained to the north.

      They circled around to the south, and Erron saw something that made him tighten his grip around the gryphon’s throat. There was a light source to the south, torches burning in the darkness, not just red zombie eyes. There was a lone figure floating between those torches, with a shining white skull face under the hood it wore.

      Nekros Doomwhisper was here.

      The skull-headed lich moved his head in Erron’s direction, and Erron could feel that the necromancer’s gaze had a magical weight to it. The mere fact of being observed by Doomwhisper had a physical effect on him.

      Erron commanded all of his fiends to join the fight at the southern of the compound. Doomwhisper needed to die. Again.

      Doomwhisper stopped toward the southern edge of the fields and his zombies halted their march forward. The zombies ceased their aggression and parted before Doomwhisper. Erron landed right near Blackthorn and Clobber, and Ebonhorn soon joined him as well. The big dreadhoof lowered his head and invited Erron to step up onto him.

      That was a pleasant surprise, because Ebonhorn had never done that before. Sellis shifted from her gryphon form into her rat form, and tucked herself into one of the pockets inside Erron’s coat he wore over his breastplate. Sellis would be an ace up Erron’s sleeve if Doomwhisper tried to take him by surprise.

      On the back of his dreadhoof, flanked by all the fiends that still remained alive, Erron walked toward Doomwhisper.

      “I knew you were hiding some of your strength,” the lich said in a cold voice. “But I’m impressed at how quickly you’ve grown.”

      “You’re done, Doomwhisper. Run back to your little tomb, or my fiends and I are going to kill you.”

      “Hmph. It wouldn’t be the first time. You may strike me down with all of your power, but I will rise again. And now I have seen your true strength. Next time I come here, I will bring an army that will wash over your land and reduce this country to Marrowfields once again!”

      Doomwhisper lifted his hands and a sudden infusion of shadow magic erupted from all around. It sank into the skin of his zombies, and tried to burn the skin of all of Erron’s fiends. Thankfully the shadow charms Agatha made mitigated some of that damage, and Blackthorn let loose on a healing pulse which fixed up any of the damage Doomwhisper had just caused.

      Erron thought he heard a grunt of frustration out of Doomwhisper, but it didn’t last long.

      “Attack, now!” Doomwhisper shouted just as his entire zombie horde came running at Erron. Those which had only been able to shamble around previously were now running as though they’d been made from fresh corpses.

      “Don’t let them win!” Erron shouted and moved every single one of his fiends into attack mode.

      Then, it was all out chaos. The spectral lycan surged through the ranks of the zombies, causing chaos again. The other lycan shredded them with its claws, while the two orcs cleaved their way through the zombies. Erron stayed on Ebonhorn, who trampled zombies under his feet, or sent them flying with a rake of his antlers. Sellis disarmed all of the battering ram carts, leaving Doomwhisper to watch as Erron slowly dismantled his army piece by piece. At one point, Erron even thought he saw the black rooster Grulthok lashing out with his ankle spurs at a nearby zombie.

      After a brutal battle and a few fiend deaths – the other two gnashers and Hobb the stonesplitter revenant – Erron was now affected by five stacks of the Dark Fury of the Fallen buff. Erron broke ranks and dismounted Ebonhorn. He stood before Nekros Doomwhisper, who appeared diminished somehow, as though the second deaths of his zombies had stripped him of something.

      Nekros looked at Erron with a cold assessment in the black pits of his skull. “Well done, young one. Well done. I can see why she chose you. This isn’t the end of me, but it might be the end of you.”

      Nekros then reached up and grabbed the skull that sat on top of his neck, and he pulled it completely free of his body. The skull pulsed with purple energy in his hands as a ghastly chuckle echoed all throughout the farmland.

      The lich threw his skull toward Erron. It pulsed with malignant red magical energy, faster and faster.

      “Run, now!” Erron shouted.

      He turned and ran, and Sellis jumped out of his pocket. She turned back into a gryphon, grabbed Erron roughly in her sharp talons, and lifted him into the air just as Doomwhisper’s skull exploded.

      Sellis dropped Erron back onto the ground within the Hope’s End compound as everybody else made their way back into the compound. Anton was waiting there for him. A flood of relief filled Erron when Jenath and Agatha both came back into the compound, but the night had not been without its casualties.

      Erron had lost five of his loyal fiends. The damage done to his farm and his home was significant, and the fields all around Hope’s End were full of broken bones and decaying flesh.

      Despite the cost, Erron had won. He’d stood against a lich, a being who had figured out a way to defeat death itself, and he had lived to tell the tale. Doomwhisper’s spirit was still out there, but it had taken him centuries to reconstitute his body last time.

      Erron let out a sigh. “Come on, let’s clean up what we can, and figure out what comes next.”
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        The story will continue in Monster Farmer 3!

        Coming soon!
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        The Everfail will rise. His enemies will fall.
        
        Hiral is the Everfail, the weakest person on the flying island of Fallen Reach. He trains harder than any warrior. Studies longer than any scholar.
        But all his people are born with magic powered by the sun, flowing through tattoos on their bodies. Despite having enormous energy within, Hiral is the only one who can’t channel it; his hard work is worth nothing.
        Until it isn’t.
        In a moment of danger, Hiral unlocks an achievement with a special instruction: Access a Dungeon to receive a Class-Specific Reward.
        It’s his first—and maybe last—chance for real power. Just one problem: all dungeons lay in the wilderness below the flying islands that humanity lives on, and there lay secrets and dangers that no one has survived.
        New powers await, but so do new challenges. If he survives? He could forge his own path to power.
        If he fails? Death will be the least of his problems.
        Don't miss the next progression fantasy series from J.M Clarke, bestselling author of Mark of the Fool, along with C.J. Thompson. Unlock a weak-to-strong progression into power and a detailed litRPG system with unique classes, skills, dungeons, achievements, survival and evolution. Explore a mysterious world of fallen civilizations, strange monsters and deadly secrets.
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        Trapped in a virtual prison with supervillains, his quest for freedom begins.
        Robert Baker is a struggling video game streamer with a distrust for VR games. But when he starts playing Capes Online to solve his late grandfather's riddles and gain access to his wealth, he gets more than he bargained for.
        Robert finds himself trapped inside the Dome. A prison for supervillains run by Warden Old Sparky, a superpowered man with the ability to control electricity and a sadistic streak.
        With the help of his sidekick, a humanoid dinosaur named Dinoczar, and his Minion, a snide purse thief called Joe, Robert must navigate the dangerous world of the Dome and free its supervillain prisoners to solve his grandfather's riddle.
        But Old Sparky won't make it easy for them, and Robert quickly discovers that he'll need to level up his skills if he wants to survive.
        Villains Online: Big Bad is a Superhero LitRPG adventure that combines superhero action with everything you love about LitRPG. Strategic battles, character progression, and unpredictable twists and turns that await in this exciting new series.

      

      
        
        Get Villain Town Now!
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        Noah Brown has a gift for fighting. Unfortunately, punching things doesn't pay the Bills...
        
        At least, that was the case until Noah died and an Eldritch god found his soul.
        The strange encounter brings him to a new world, summoned by bloody cultists. Even worse, he's got nothing but the shirt on his back and a strange item in his System menu described as:
        [???] : A source of infinite potential.
        If he wants to survive, maybe even thrive, perhaps it's time he finally put his gift to good use.
        Don't miss the start of an action-packed, crunchy, isekai LitRPG series from KrazeKode, author of The First Law of Cultivation. Loaded with stats, skills, combat, and power progression, it's perfect for fans of Iron Prince, Road to Mastery, and He Who Fights with Monsters!

      

      
        
        Get Voidborne Now!
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        For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.
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            GROUPS

          

        

      

    

    
      Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

      I’m also very active and thankful for Redditserials, LitRPG Books, GameLit Society, Western Cultivation Stories (Xianxia and Wuxia, etc), Cultivation novels, LitRPG & GameLit Readers, and LitRPG Books Group!

    

  


  
    
      To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group
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